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And here one must know thar this term (stanza) has been
chosen for technical regsons exclusively, so that what contains
the entire art of the canzone should be called stanza, fhai is, a
capacious dwelling or recepracle for the entire crafi. For just
as the canzone is the container (literally lap or womb) of the
entire thought, so the stanza enfolds its entire technique . . |
Dante, De vulgari eloguentia 11.9
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Introduction

Tt is possible, perhaps, to accept that a novei may never actually recount the story
it has promised to tefl. But it is common to expect results of a work of criticism,
ot at least arguable positions and, as they say, working hypotheses. Yet when, the
term “‘criticisim’ appears in the vocabulary of Western philosophy, it signifies
rather inquiry at the limits of knowledge about precisely that which can be nei-
ther posed nor grasped. I criticism, insofar as if traces the limits of truth, offers
a glance of “truth’s homeland”” like “an istand nature has enclosed within im-
mutable boundaries,” it must also remain open to the fascination of the “*wide
anid storm-tossed sea’” that draws “‘the sailor incessantly toward adventures he
knows not how to refuse yet may never bring to an end.””

Thus for the Jena group, which atternpted threugh the project of & “universal
progressive poetry™ to abalish the distinction between poetry and the critical-
philolagical disciplines, a critical work worthy of the name was one that included
its own pegation: it was, therefore, one whose essential content consisted in pre-
cisely what it did not contain. The corpus of the Furopean critical essay in the
present century is poor in examples of such a genre. Leaving aside a work that by
its very absence is *‘more than complete’” —that of Félix Fénéon, celui qui si-
lence (he who silences}—there is siricily speaking perhaps only a single book
that deserves to be called critical: the Urspriing des dentschen Tranerspiel (The
origin of German tragic drama) of Walter Benjamin. _

A certain sign of the extinction of such critical thinking is that among those
who today draw their authority more or less from the same tradition there are
many who proclaim the creative character of criticism-—precisely whern the arts

xv
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have for some time renounced all pretense at creativity. If the formula of “*hoth
poet and critic™’ {poictes hama kai kritikos), applied for the first fime in antiquity
to the Alexandrian poet-philologist Philitas, may once again serve as an exem-
plary definition of the modern artist, and if eriticism today truly identifies with
the work of art, it is not because criticism itself is also **creative,”” but (if at all)
insofar as criticism is alse a form of negativity. Criticism is in fact nothing other
than the process of its own ironic self-pegation: precisely a “‘seli-annihilating
nothing,”” or a “*god that self-destructs,”” according to Hegel’s prophetic, if iil-
willed, definition. Hegel's objection, that “"Mister Friedrich von Schlegel.”’
Solger, Novalis, and other theoreticians of irony remained stalled at “*absolute
infinite negativity” and would have ended by making of the least artistic “‘the
true principle of art,”” marketing “*the unexpressed as the best thing,”’ misses the
point: that the negativity of irony is not the provisional negative of dialectic,
which the magic wand of sublation (Aufrebing) s always already in the act of
transforming into a positive, bot an absolute and irretrievable negativity that does
not, for that, renounce knowledge. The claim that a postire genuinely both phifo-
sophical and scientific (which has provided an essential wmpetus to Indo-Euro-
pean linguistics, among other things) arose from Romantic irony, precisely with
the Sehlegels, remains to be gquestioned in terms of the prospects for giving a
critical foundation to the human sciences. For if in the human sciences subject
and object necessarily become identified, then the idea of a science without ob-
ject is not a playful paradox, but perhaps the most serious task that remains en-
trusted to theught in our time. What is now more and more frequently concealed
by the endless sharpening of knives on behaif of a methodology with nothing left
to cut--namely, the realization that the object to have been grasped has finally
evaded knowledge 15 instead reasserted by eriticism as its own specific charac-
ter. Secular enlightenment, the most profound project of criticism, does not pos-
sess its object. Like all authentic quests, the quest of criticism consists not in
discovering its object but in assuring the conditions of its inaccessibility,

Buropean poets of the thirteenth century called the essential nucleus of their po-
etry the stanza, that is, a “‘capacious dwelling, receptacle,” because it safe-
guarded, atong with all the formal elements of the canzone, that joi 4’ amor that
these poets entrusted to poetry as its unigue object. But what is this object? To
what enjoyment does poetry dispose its stanza as the receptive “‘womb’” of its
entive art? What does its frobar so tenaciously enclose?

Access to what is problematic in these questions is barred by the forgetfulness
of a scission that derives from the origin of our culture and that is usually ac-
cepted as the most natural thing—that goes, so to speak, without saying—when
in fact it is the only thing truly worth interrogating. The scission in question is
that between poetry and philosephy, between the poetic word and the word of
thought. This split is so fundamental to our cubtural tradifion that Plato could al-
ready declare it “‘an anciént enmity.”’ According to a conception that is onby im-
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plicitly contained in the Platonic critique of poetry, but that has in modern times
acquired a hegemonic character, the scission of the word is construed to mean
that poetry possesses its object without knowing it while philosophy knows its
object without possessing it In the West, the word is thus divided between a word
that is unaware, as if fallen from the sky, and enjoys the object of knowledge by
representing it in beautiful form, and a word that has all seriousness and con-
seiousness fot itself but does not enjoy its object because it does not know how to
represent it. :

The split between poetry and philosophy testifies to the impossibility, for
Western cultare, of fully possessing the object of knowledge (for the problem of
knowledge is a problem of possession, and every problem of possession is a
problem of enjoyment, that is, of language). In our cuttire, knowledge (accord-
ing to an antinomy that Aby Warburg diagnosed as the *“schizophrenia™ of West-
ern culture) is divided between Iuspired-ecstatic and rational-conscious poles,
neither ever succeeding in wholly reducing the other. Insofar as philosophy and
poetry have passively accepted this division, philosophy has failed to elaborate a
proper language, as if there could be a royal road to truth that would avoid the
problem of its representation, and poetry has developed neither a méthod nor
self-consciousness. What is thus overlooked is the fact that every authentic poetic
project is directed toward knowledge, just as every authentic act of "philosoj)hy is
always directed toward joy. The name of Hélderlin—of a poet, that is, for whom
poetry was above all probiematic and who often hoped that it would be rajsed to
the level of the méchané (mechanical instrument) of the ancients so that itg pro-
cedures could be ealcutated and taught—and the dialogue that with its utterance
engages a thinker who no longer designates his own meditation with the narme of
“philosophy’” are invoked here to witness the urgency, for our culture, of redis-
covering the unity of our own fragmented word.

Criticism is born at the moment when the scission reaches fts extreme point. It
is sitnated where, in Western eulture, the word comes unglued from itself; and it
points, on the near or far side of that separation, toward a unitary status for the
utterance. From the outside, this situation of criticism can be expressed in the
formula according to which it neither represents nor knows, but knows the rep-
resentation. To appropriation without consciousness and to conscionsness with-
out enjoyment criticism opposes the enjoyment of what cannot e possessed and
the possession of what cannot be enjoyed. ln this way, criticism interprets the
precept of Gargantua: **Science without consciousness is nothing but the ruin of
the soul.”” What is secluded in the sranza of criticism is nothing, but this nothing
safeguards unappropriability as its most precious possession.

In the following pages, we will pursue a model of knowledge in aperations such
as the despeération of the melancholic or the Verfeugnung (disavowa!) of the fe-
tishist: operations in which desire simuftaneously denies and affirms its object,
and thus succeeds in entering into relation with something that ntherwise it would
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have been unable either to appropriate or enjoy, This is the model that has pro-
vided the frame both for an examination of human objects transfigured by the
commadity, and for the attempt to discover, through analysis of emblematic form
and the tale (winos) of the Sphinx, a model of signifying that might escape the

i I situation of signifier and signified that dominates Western reflection
on. From this perspective, one can grasp the proper meaning of the cen-
ect of the present inquiry —the reconstruction of the theory of the phan-
thsin that subtends the entire poetic project bequeathed by trovbadour and Stil-
novist lyric to Buropean culture and in which, through the dense textual
entrebescamen (nterlacing, interweaving) of phantasm, desire, and word, poetry
constructed its own authority by becoming, itself, the stanza offered to the end-
less joy (gioi che mai non fina) of crotic experience.

Hach of the essays gathered here thus fraces, within its hermeneutic circle, a
topology of joy {gandium), of the stanza throngh which the human spirit re-
sponds to the impossible task of appropriating what must in every case remain
wnappropriable. The path of the dance in the labyrinth, leading into the heart of
what it keeps at a distance, is the spatial madel symbolic of human culture and its
royal road (hedos basileie) toward a goat for which only a detour is adequate.
From'this point of view, a discourse that is aware that to hold ‘‘tenaciousky what
is dead exacts the greatest effort™ and that eschews *"the magic power that trans-
forms the negative into being”” must necessarily goarantee the unappropriability
of its object. This discourse behaves with respect to its object neither as the mas-
ter who simply negates it in the act of enjoyment nor like the slave who works
with it and transforms it in the deferral of desire: its operation is, rather, that of a
refined love, a fin’amors that at once enjoys and defers, negates and aflirms,
accepts and repels; and whose only reality is the unreality of a word *“qu’amus
Paura / e chatz la lebre ab lo bou / ¢ nadi contra suberna’ [that heaps up the
hreeze / and hunts the hare with the ox / and swims against the tide (Arpauf
Dandel, canso “En cest sonet coind’ e leri,”” vv. 43-45)].

From this vantage one ¢an speak of a topelogy of the unreal. Perhaps the topos,
for Aristotle ““so difficult to grasp’® but whose power is “‘marvelous and prior to
all others™ and which Plato, in the Sephist, conceives as a “third geme™™ of be-
ing, 18 not necessarily something ““real.”” In this sense we can take seriously the
question that Aristotle puts in the fourth book of the Physics: *“Where is the ca-
pristag, where the sphinx?”” (pou gar esti tragelaphos he sphinx). The answer, 10
be sure, is “‘nowhere’”; but perhaps only because the terms in question are them-
selves fopoi. We must still accustom ourselves to ¢hink of the “‘place’” not as
something spatial, but as something more original than space. Perhaps, following
Plato’s suggestion, we should think of it as a pure difference, yet one given the
power to act such that “‘what is not, will-in a certain sense be; and what is, will
in a certain sense not be.”’ Only a philosophical topology, analogous to what in
mathematics is defined as an analysis situs (analysis of site) in opposition to
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analysis magnitudinis (analysis of magnitude) would be adequate to the ropos
outepos, the placeless place whose Borromean knot we have tried fo draw. in
these pages. Thus topological exploration js constantly oriented in the light of
‘ump-ia. The claim that thematically sustains this inquiry into the void, to which it
is copstrz.lined by its critical project, is precisely that only if one is capable of
e}lternlg nto relation with unreality and with the unappropriable as such is it pos-
S“lbk: to appropriate the real and the positive, Thus this volume is intended as a -
first, insufficient attempt to follow in the wake of the project that Robert Musil
entrusted to his unfinished novel: a project that, a few vears previously, the words

of_ a poet had expressed in the formula “Whoever seizes the greatest unreality-
will shape the greatest reality.”



Part I
The Phantasms of Eros

Now loss, cruel as it may be, cannot do anything against
possession: it completes it, If you wish, it affirms it. It is not,

at bottom, but a second acquisition—this thme wholly infernal —
and equally intense,

Rilke

Many attempted in vain to say the most joyful things joyfully;
here, finally, fhey are expressed in mowrning.

Holderlin




Chapter 1
The Noonday Demon

During the whole of the Middle Ages, a scourge worse than the plague that in-
fested the castles, villas, and palaces of the cities of the world fell on the dwell-
ings of spiritual life, penetrated the cells and cloisters of monasteries, the
Thebaid of the hermits, the convents of recluses. Acedia (sloth), mistitia {sor-
row), miedium vitae (weariness, foathing of life), and desidia (idleness) are the
names the church fathers gave to the death this sin induced in the soul; and, al-
though its desolate effigy occupies the fifth position in the lists of the Summae
virtutum et vitiorwm (Summa of virtues and vices), in the miniatures of manu-
scripts, and in the popular representations of the seven capital sins,' an ancient
hermeneutic tradition considered it the most lethal of the vices, the only one for
which no pardon was possible. )

The fathers exercised themselves with particular fervor against the dangers of
this “‘noonday demomn’*” that chose its victims among the homines refigiosi (re-
ligious men), assailing them when the sun reached its highest point over the ho-
rizon. Perhaps for no other temptation of the soul do their writings show such a piti-
less psychological penetration and such a punctilious and chilling phenomenology:

The gaze of the slothful man rests obsessively on the window, and with
his fantasy, he imagines the image of someone who comes to visit him.
At the squeak of the door, he leaps to his feet. He hears a voice, runs to
face the window and look out, and yet he does not descend fo ihe
street, but turns back to sit down where he was, torpid and as if
dismayed. If he reads, he interrupts himself restlessly and, a minute
later, slips into steep. If he wipes his face with his hand, he extends the
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fingers and, having remaved his eyes froem {he book, f@xcs‘ them (;;11 the
wall. Again he gazes at the book, proceeds l'or a fe\fv lmfzs, mum ling
the end of each word he reads; and meanwhile he {ills his head with .
idle calontations, he counts the number of the pages and thg sheets of
the bindings, and he begins to hate the letters and the beautifu]
mini;xtures&lhe has before his eyes, until, at thg last, h(? closes the book
and uses it as a cushion for his head, falling inta a brief and f:'halrio_wf
sleep, from which a sense of privation and hunger that he must satisfy

P
wakes him.

As soon as this demon begins to obsess the mind of some .um‘or.u.mat(e
one, it insinuates into him a horror of the'plz}ce he finds hlm.selt in, :m
jmpatience with his own celt, and a disdain for the brothers who hvl(, .
with him, who now seem (o fiim careless and v_ulgar, 1‘1 makcs' him inert
hefore every activity that unfolds within thg walls gf his gelll, it prgv;n':si
him from staying thete in peace and attending to his readmgi an.d reholc
the wretched one begin to complain that he obtfamsln_o bgneht from .
conventual life, and he sighs and moans that his spirit will p}”m_iuce no
fruit so long as he remains where he is. (.Qx‘lerulmsly' h_éj' p{oa‘la_il;ns.th
himself inept at facing any task of the spirit and a.fﬂwis hn}‘rllse 'ﬁ:t ! e
being always empty and immaobile at the same point, ‘hc ‘w 10 mig
been useful to others and guided them, and who has 1.nstead not e
concluded anything or benefited anyone. H:e plunges mto Ea:faggemte 1
praise of distant and ahsent monasteries and evokes the pldt_e.s where he
could be healthy and happy; he dascribcs.plcaszmt communities of 1
brothers, burning with spiritual conversation; and on t]?c ‘o‘thler }t:_a:nc
everything that he has within reach seems barsh and d]f;fl&l‘l t, his btsin
brothers lack all good qualities, and even food seems (l11fiicu]t tcf o ai
without effort. Finally he convinces himself that he wﬂl not be at easczd
until he abandons his cell and that if he were 10 remain t‘herc, he wgu
perish. Then, toward the fifth or sixth hour, a languor seized his body,
and a rabid hunger for food, as if he were exh‘ﬂusted from ,a 10(;%
journey or a hard task, or as if he had fasted for two or three -dyii i
Then he begins to Jook about hirmself here and there, he enlers an1 01[1 :
several times from the cell and fixes his eyes on th.e sun as if be cou :
slow down the sunseg; and finally, a senseless confusion comes aver h.ls1
mind, similar to the mist that envelops the earth, and leaves it inert an
empty.”

1n the evocation of the infernal frain of the filice ac'tediaf? (_dauighters of Sl(;ih) 15
“the allegorizing mentality of the church fafhers magxs‘tenaliry ‘hxecl .thf.:‘ha ;?,:,_
nated psychological constellations of acedia, In the Tirst place 1.1’161.8 is ;;7; .n.d
(malice, ill will), the ambigrous and unsmppahk:: ]ovewhat.e for good in stse h, at o
rencor (resentment), the tevolt of the bad conscience against thoss? w?o gxhor SL
10 good; pusillanimitas, te “*gmall soul”” and thc scrupl@: that wnhudws.crch
fallen before the difficulty and the effort of spiritual existence; desperatio, the
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dark and presumptuous certainty of being already condemned beforehand and the
complacent sinking into one’s own destruction, as if pothing, feast of all divine
grace, could provide salvation; forpor, the obtuse and somnolent stupor that par-
alyzes any gesture that might heal us; and finally, evagario mentis (wandering of
the mind), the flight of the will before itself and the restless hastening from fan-
tasy to fantasy.® The latter manifests itself in verbositas (garrulity), the prolifer-
ation of vain and tedious speech; curiositas, the insatiable desire to see for
seeing’s sake that disperses in always new possihilities; instabilitas loci vel prop-
ositi (instability of place and purpose); and importunifas mentis (importunity of
ming), the petulant incapability of fixing an order and a rhythm to one’s own
thought.

Modern psychology bas to such a degree emptied the term acedia of its orig-
inal meaning, making it a sin against the capitalist work ethic, that it is difficult
to discern in the spectacutar medieval personification of the noonday demon and
its filiae the innocent mixture of laziness and unwillingness that we are accus-
tomed to associate with the. image of the slothful.” Nevertheless, as frequently
happens, the misunderstanding and the minimization of a phenomenon, far from
signifying that it is remote and extrancous, are rather symptoms of a proximity so
intolerable as to require camouflage and repression, This is so true that very few
will have recognized in the patristic evocation of the filiae acediae the same cat-
egories that served Heidegger in his celebrated analysis of daily banality and the
collapse into the anonymous and inauthentic of the impersonal construction *‘one
... that has furnished the point of departure {not in fact always to the purpose)
for innumerable sociological characterizations of our existence within so-called
mass society —but in fact there is a concordance of terms. Evagafio mentis be-
comes the flight and diversion from the most authentic possibitities of Dasein;
verbositas is the gossip that everywhere incessantly dissimulates that which it
should disclose and that maintaing Dasein within equivocation; curiosifas is the
curiosity that seeks what is new only to jump once again toward what is even
newer, and thai, incapable of taking care of what is truly offered to it, obtains,
through this impossibility of sustaining attention (the instabilitas of the [athers),
the constant availability of distraction.

The resurrection of the psychological wisdom that the Middle Ages crystal-
lized in the typology of the slothful therefore risks being something more than an
academic exercise: scrutinized close up, the repulsive mask of the neonday de-
mon reveals feanwres that are perhaps more familiar than we might have expected.

1f we examine the interpretation the doctors of the church gave of sloth, we
see that it was not placed under the rubric of laziness but under that of anguished
sadness and desperation. According to Saint Thomas, who in the Summa theo-
logica gathered the observations of the fathers in a rigorous and exhaustive syn-
thesis, sloth was, in fact, a specics tristitiae (kind of sorrow), and mote exactly,
sadness with regard to the essential spiritual good of man, that is, to the partic-
ular spirituat dignity that had been conferred on him by God. What afflicts the
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slothful ig not, therefore, the awarcness of an evi!l, but, on thf:'cg1ltrary, fjh?rf??t
templation of the greatest of goods: a(:edic‘z is prec;sciy the‘ verti gl__;ousl lan " i;l;m
ened withdrawal (recessus) when faced with thc? task lmph.ec'ﬂ by t e p :}cef: L
before God.® Hence, that is, insofar as slothils the homf;e:'d t.hg-;ht ..fji sz e
which cannot be evaded in any way, acedia 18 a mortal .cvﬂ; H.‘S{ ;n ZL'I; e
mortal malady par excellence, whose c]isfm‘lcd“;magt) Klmik(.egam; t{xe; ngﬂ-e e
description of the mast fearful of its daug‘;htcr.s: the dE:S[.)C!‘dth?l'}ht ﬂar ;z " ;Ome-
its being desperation, aware therefore of ha\_fmg an ego 1n xyt‘uﬁf ]-cd@gk)ﬁ:mmy
thing eternal, and which now desperately wishes n0t 0 be itself, or ; :
Wb’?ﬁi t;,r?qeelsf ltilm recessus o bone divine (j.yithdraw‘al'f.r(.)m di‘vn.:e. g}o}o(‘li)t,s ;ﬁ
this flight hefore the richness of one’s own sl?u-m.mi possibilities, c‘on}ams_u;;. o
a fundamental ambigoity, whose identification is among the m(Tst s.urﬁrfs %mm
sulés of medieval psychological science. That the slothful should with xfwf 1~‘ "
his or her divine destiny does not mean, in factz that he or she m_ana‘]ge\f;hfpi i) fkg
it or ceases, in reality, to desire it. i, in theloi(-}glca'l terms, ‘What the ¢ T‘. u ‘ a; m;
is not salvation, but the way that leads to it, in PQ)'E‘hOlOglCﬂi.t?rI!D; t?c u;(j Un
of the slothfut does not betray an cclipse of {‘lesup but, rather, the ' Ief;/o.y;m[ 5! "
obtainable of its object: if is the perversion of a will rhlm wants the object, }n; }.m
the way that leads 1o i, and which simdianeously desires and bars the path to
u [£851, . . .
4 gZLI;ni‘;rilglieigecliscems perfectly the amhigu(m;-relatim} of des&pgra‘tlo'ri}torl;s%
own desire: ** What we do not desire,” he write§, “czmnm: be th? oll';}fig eihf{ o
our hope ar of our desperation,”” It is to his equ;yocal erofic constt;: ,r?m:, b tha
owe fhe fact that in the Srmma theologica sloth is not op‘pose?d. o mt.; r?. ! ‘ i,m in
is, to desire and attention, but to gaudium, 10 the satisfaciion of the Sp
49
C’Df}‘his persistence and exaltation of desire in the-face 0'{' an ob;eclt thaf} 11::3 :}1}12“
ject itsell has rendered unobtainable is expressed 11‘1‘ the u}genuou‘s p(;lp ar
acterization of acedia by Jacopone da Beue‘vento: A.cedm wants Lo aﬁ; < it?u
fh‘ing, but does not want to make an effort.‘-’ PaSChZ?SIUS Ra_dbﬂejrt\us ;ilc ﬂidl i
one of those fantastic etymologies'™ to which melieval thinkers en 1{; al, their
ost audacicus speculative intuitions: “Desperatio c‘hctz} csﬁ, €0 qudc)h (:l o
pes in via, guae Christus est, gradiendi’ [_D‘espera.tion is 50 l‘lamhe) -i(,(\dr;lmm
lacks the foot (pes) to walk in the way l.h.at is Christ]. Fl‘)i?d.-lr? the S-(]:;lde:{éna
contemplation of a goal that reveals itself in the act by which it is }?mc ded and
that is therefore so much the more nhsessive o 'the degree that lT. f:cm s more
unattainable, the acidiosus (slothful one) finds hlmsﬂf or hefself na pau; E i
position in which, as in Kafka's aphorism, ““There exists 4 point of z‘irma , bu 1;0
path,”” and there is no escape heealise one cannos flee from what cannot even be
!ea;kgsidespemte sinking into the abyss that is opcne_d hetween de-stri:i c;ﬂ{ie;t
unattainable object was fixed by imedieval iconography in the type of acedia, 1e]
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resented as a woman who desalately lets her gaze fall to earth and abandons her
head te the support of her hand, or as a bourgeois or cleric who entrusts his
‘discomfort to the cushion that the devil holds out for him.*! What the mnemo-
technical project of the Middle Ages offered here to the edification of the con-
templator was not a naturalistic representation of the *“guilty sleep™ of the lazy
person, but the exemplary gesture of allowing the head and glance to decline as
an emblem of the desperate paralysis of the soul before its inescapable situation.
Precisely because of this fundamental contradiction, however; acedia does not
have only a negative value. With their intuition of the capacity for dialectical in-
version proper to the categories of spiritval life, next to griszitia mortifera (deadly
sorrow) [or diakolica, or tristitia saecula (weariness of the world)], the fathers
placed a gristitia salutifera (saving sorrow) [or utilis (useful), or secundum deum
(according to God)] that was the operator of salvation and the “‘golden goad of
the soul,” and, as such, it should be counted not a vice but a virtue.”” ' tn the
ecstatic ascension of the Scala Paradisi of Yohn Climachus, the seventh step is

thus occupied by the *‘grief that makes joy,”" defined as *‘a sadness of the soul

and an affliction of the heart that seeks always that for which it is ardently thirsty;

and, as long as it is deprived of it, anxiously follows it and goes after it with

howls and laments.”’

The ambiguous negative value of acedia becomes in this manner the dialec-
tical leavening capable of reversing privation as possession. Since its desire re-
mains fixed in that which has rendered itself inaccessible, acedia is not only a
flight from, but also a flight toward, which communicates with its object in the
form of negation and lack. As in those illusory figures that can be interpreted
now in one way, now in another, all of its features thus deseribe in its concavity
the fullness of that from which it is turned away, and every gesture that it com-
pletes in its flight is a testimonial to the endurance of the link that binds it to its
object. .

Insofar as his or her tortnous intentions open a space for the epiphany of the
unohtainable, the slothful testifies to the obscure wisdom according to which
hope has been given only for the hopeless, goals only for those who will always
be unable to reach them. The nature of the “‘noonday demon’ is just that dialec-
tical. As of a mortal illness containing in itself the possibility of its own cure, it
can be satd of acedia that *‘the greatest disgrace is never to have had i.”’

Notes

i. Tn the most ancient patristic tradition the capital sins are not seven, but eight. Tn the list of John
Cagsian, they are gastrimargia (gluttony). fornicatio (lust), philargvria {avarice), ira (wrath), tristitia
(sorrow), acedia (stoth), conadoxia {vainglory}, and suporbia (prided. Tn the Western tradition, be-
ginning with Saint Gregory, fristitia i fused with acedio, and the seven ging take on the ordes thal is
found in popular Hlusteations and allegorical representations from the end of the Middle Ages, famil-
tar to us throngh the frescoes of Gintto in Padua, the renda of Bosch in the Prado, or the engravings
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1¢ 0 THE NOONDAY DEMON

netits, 1391, p. 168), The image of the recessus, of drawing back, constant in the patristic descrip-
tions of stoth, alse appeared, as we will sec, in the medical accounts of melancholy, from bumoral
medicine through Freud.

9. “Hrgo acedia nibil aliug est quam i’)igritia, quod videtur esse falsum: nam pigritia sollicito-
dint apponitur, scediae antem gawdiom™ (Therefore sloth is nothing ot laziness, which is false; for
Taziness is opposed to zeal, sloth, rather, to joy} Sunma theolpgica 2, 2.35). Alcuin, too, insists on

- the aggravation of desive as an cssential characteristic of sloth: the slothful man ““is stupefied in carnat
desires and takes no joy in spiritil works, nor is gladdened in the desire of his soul, nor 1ejoices in
the assistance of fraternal labor; but yetl he craves and desires, and his idle mind flits over every
thing.”” The tink between sloth and desire, and therefore between sloth and love, is among the most
inspired ntditions of medieval psychology and s essential to understanding the nature of this sin.
This explains why Dante, in Prrgarorio XVH, onderstond sioth a3 a form of love, to be precise, as
that love ““that runs to the goed in a disordered manner™ (v, 126).

10, The unsurpassed madel of this fantastic science of etyma is in Plato’s Cratyfns, whose rich-
ness of material on the seionce of languoge is far from completely explored. Among the many playful
etymologies (which are not, however, to be taken only as jokes) that Plate proposes, deserving of
being remembared hete ore af least those of sroma (name) from on o nursma esiin (**the being that
is avidly sought’'); isteria (history), kot histesi tom Iroun (Checause it siops the flow of time'"); and
eltheig (ruth) from theia alé (*divine yace’™). ’

Hl. Panofsky and Saxl, in their study on the genealogy of Diirer’s Meleneolin (see figure 1)
[Ditrev’s ““Melencolic 17, Eine quellen- wsd typengesehichdliche. Unsersnchung (Leipzig-Berlin,
1923)], misunderstood the medicval concept of sioth, which they interpreted simply as the guiity
steep of the lazy. Somnalentio (as an aspect of torpor circa proecepia) is only one of the consequences
of stoth and in no way characterizes its essence, The easy refuge of sleep is bul the “piliow’ that the
devil holds out o the slothfal man to deprive him of ol resistance to sin. The gesture of allowing the
head to recline om one hand signifies not sleep, but desperation. And it iy precisely to this emblematic
gesture that the ol German equivalent of the term acedia alindes: truricheit, from friren = den
Blick, das Haupt gesenkt halten {allow the gaze and head to [al} toward the earth}. Oply later does the
essence of sloth become blurred and confused with laziness. it is possible thal the pathway of this
comversion was the assimilation of the noonday demon of stoth 1o the somnus meridianies, which the
Salernitan Regimen sanftoris (Rule of health) recommended be avoided as the cause of many evils:
“Let your noonday sleep be none, or brief. / Sloth, headaches, catarihs, and fever/ all these come to
the noonday sleeper.”

12, Already in a work attributed to Saint Anguosting (Liber de conflictu vitiorum et virtutym, in
Patroloagia taring, 40), tristitie is defined as geming (twind: ©*1 diseovered sadness (o be double, in-
deed I knew two kinds of sorrow: one that works salvation, the other, evil, one that draws to peni-
tence, the other that leads (o desperation.” So alse Alcuin: *"There are two kinds of sadness: one that
brings sabvation, one that brings plagues’ {Liber de virtutis, ehap. 33); and Jonas d"Orléans: **Sad-
ness ocenrs In fwo ways, fhat is, sometimes healthfol, sometimes lethal: when it is healthful, it should
be counted not a vice put a virtue.”” In the alchemical terminalogy sloth alzo appears with a double
podarity: in the Clavis totius philosephioe at Darn (Gn Theatrum chemicrn, Argentorari 1622, vol. 1),
the alchemical oven is called acedia becavse of its slowness, which, however, appears as a necessary
qualiy {* ‘Now we have the over filled up lor fully prepared], which we sometimes call sloth, because
it is slow in operation, on account of the slow fire”).

Chapter 2
Melencolia |

The list of the four humors of the human body was condensed by the Regimen
sanitatis of Salerno into an aphorism of three verses:

Quatwor humores in humano corpore constant:

Sanguis cum cholera, phlegma, melancholia.

Terra melancholia, aqua phlegma, acr sanguis, cholera ignis.
[Four humors coexist in the human body:

Blood, with choler, phlegm, and melancholy,

Earth melanchely, water phiegm, air blood, choler fire. |

Melancholy' or black bite (melaina chole) is the humor whose disorders are lia-
ble to produce the most destroctive consequences. In medieval humoral cosmol-
ogy, melancholy is traditionally associated with the earth, aotumn (or winter),
the dry element, cold, the north wind, the color hlack, old age (or maturity); its
planet is Saturn, among whose children the melancholic finds himself with the
hanged man, the cripple, the peasant, the gambler, the monk, and the swineherd.
The physiolegical syndrome of abundantia melancholiae (abundance of melan-
choly humor) inclades darkening of the skin, blood, and urine, hardening of the
pulse, burning in the gut, flatutence, acid hurping, whistling in the left ear,” con-
stipation or excess of feces, and gloomy dreams; among the diseases it can
induce are hysteria, dementia, epilepsy, leprosy, hemorrhoids, scabies, and sgi-
cidal mania. Consequently the temperament that derives from its predominance
in the human body is presented in a sinister light: the melancholic is pexime com-
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plexionarus (worst complected), sad, envious, malevolent, avid, frawdulent,
cowardly, and carthly.

Nevertheless, an ancient tradition associnted the exercise of poetry, phitoso-
phy, and the arts with this most wretched of all humors. **Why is it,”” asks one of
the most extravagant of the Aristotelian pro!f!m;mm, “‘that all men who are orit-
standing in philosophy, poetry, or the arts are melancholic, and some to such an
extent that they are infected by the disease arising from black bile?’” The answer
Aristotle gave to his own question marks the point of departure of a dialectical
process in the course of which the doctrine of genius came to be joined indissol-
ubly o that of the melancholic homor under the spell of a symbolic complex
whose emblem ambiguously established itself in the winged angel of Diirer’s
Melencolia (see figure 1):

Those for instance in whom the bile is considerable and cold become
sluggish and stupid, while those with whom it is excessive and hot
become mad, good-natured or amorous, and eastly moved o passion
and desire. , . . But many, because this heat is near to the seat of the
mind, are affected by the diseases of madness or frenzy, which accounts
for the Sibyls, Bacis, and all inspired persons, when their condition is
due not to a disease but to a patural mixture. Maracus, the Syracusan,
was an even better poet when he was mad. But those with whom the
excessive heat has sunk to a moderate amount are melancholic, though
mote intelligent and less strange, buf they differ from the rest of the
world in many ways, some in education, some in the arts, and others
again in statesmanship.’

This double polarity of black bile and its link to the “*divine mania” of Plato
were gathered and developed with particular fervor in that curious miscellany of
mystic sects and avant-garde cabals that gathered, in the Florence of Lorenzo the
Magnificent, around Marsilio Ficino. In the thought of Ficine, who recognized
himself as a melancholic and whose horescope showed “*Saturnum in Aquario
ascendentem’ (Saturn ascendant in Aquarius), the rehabilitation of melancholy
went hand in hand with an ennobling of the influence of Saturn,® which the
astrological tradition associated with the melancholic temperament as the mosi
malignant of planets, in the intuition of polarized exiremes where the ruinous
experience of opacity and the ecstatic ascent to divine contemplation coexisted
alongside each other. In this context, the elemental influence of the earth and the
astral influence of Saturn were united to confer on the melancholic a natural pro-
pensity to interior withdrawal and contemplative knowledge:

The nature of the melancholic humor follows the quality of earth, which
never dispersed like the other elements, but concentrated more strictly in
itself . . . such is also the nature of Mercury and Satwrn, in virtue of
which the spirits, gathering themselves at the center, bring back the
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apex of the soul from what is foreign 1o it to what is proper to it, f X it
in contemplation, and allow it to pcnetrafe to the center of things.”

Thus the cannibal and castrated god | represented in medieval imagery as lame -
and brandishing the harvesting scythe of death, became the sign under whose
equivocal domination the noblest species of man, the “‘religious contemplative”™
destined to the investigation of the supreme mysteries, found its place next to the
“rude and material’” herd of the wretched children of Saturn.

It is not easy to discern the precise moment when the moral doctrine of the noon-
day demon emerged from the cloister to join ranks with the ancient medical
syndrome of the black-biled temperament. When the iconographic types of the
slothful and the melancholic appeared fused in calendar illustrations and popular
almanacs 2t the end of the Middle Ages, the process must'have already been un-
der way for some time; only a poor understanding of sloth, one that identifies it
with its late travesty as the “‘goilly sleep” of the lazy person, can explain why
Panofsky and Saxi, in their attempt to reconstruct the genealogy of Diirer'’s
Melencalia, veserved such scant space for the patristic literature on the “noonday
demon.”* To this poor understanding we also owe the erroneous opinion (repmted :
by all who have traditionally preoccupied themselves with this problem)® that
acedia had a purely negative valuation in the Middle Ages. It may be supposed,
on the contrary, that the patristic discovery of the double polarity of tristitia-
acedia prepared the ground for the Renaissance reevaluation of the atrabilious
temperament within the context of a vision in which the noonday demon, as the
temptation of the refigious, and black humor, as the specific malady of the con-
templative, should appear assimitable, and in which melancholy, having under-
gone a gradual process of moralization, presented ifself as, so to speak, the fay
heir of cloistral sorrow and gloom.”

In the Medicine of the Soul of Hugh of St. Victor, the process of allegorical
transfiguration of humoral theory dppmmd close to completion. If in Hildegard
von Bingen the negative polarity of mefancholy was still interpreted as the sign of
original sin, in Hugh the black bile was now ideatified rather with the rrisfitia
utilis (useful sorrow) in a perspective where the humoral pathology became the
corporeal vehicle of a mechanism of redemption:

The human soul uses four humors: sweemess like blood, bitterness like
red bile, sadness like black bile. . . . Black bile is cold and dry, but ice
and dryness can be interpreted now in a good, now in an evil sense,

. Tt renders men now somnolent, now vigilant, that is, now grave
with anguish, now vigilant and intent on celestial désires. . . . You
obtained, through blood, the sweeiness of chari?; have now, through
black bile, O melancholy, sorrow for your sins!

This reciprocal penetration of sloth and melancholy maintained intact their
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deuble polarity in the idea of a mortal risk latent in the noblest of human inten-
tions, or the possibility of salvation hidden in the greatest danger. With this in
mind we can understand why the “greedy desire to see the supreme good”

should be found in the writings of Constantine the African, the master of the

medical school of Salerno, ag one of the causes of welancholy of the religions,
and why, on the other hand, the theologian Guillawme d’Auvergne coold affirm
that in his day ““many pious and religions men ardently desired the melancholy
disease.”? In the stubborn contemplative vocation of the saturaine temperament

reappears the perverse Eros of the slothful, who keeps his or her own desire fixed,

on the inaccessible,

Notes

1. The miost complete study or melancholy remaing that of Klibaneky, Panafeky, and Saxl, Sar-
wrn i Melancholy {Londen, 1964), whose omissions and doubtful points will be noted in the
cowrse of this chapter,

2. This symptom fand not, as Panafsky seems to hold, slothful somnolence, eapocially given that
the anthoritative Aristofle —De somao f vigifio, 457a—affiemed that melancholics were not lovers of
sleep) perhaps best explains the gesture of holding up the head with the feft hand, so characteristic of
the: depictions of the melanchelic temperament (in the oldest representations, the mekncholic often
appeared standing, in the aot of squeering his left e with his hand). This attitude probably came to
be mizunderstood as an indication of sleepiness and assimilated to depictions of sloth; the path of this
convergence may be sought in the medieal theory of the harmful effects of the somnns meridianns
(midday sleep) placed in relation with the noonday demon of sloth.

These twe quatations from Problem 30 of Arisiotle’s Problems are from the translation by
W. 8. Hett (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1937), 953a and 934a-b.

Bringing up to date the list of melancholies listed by Aristotle in his Problem 30 [Hercules,
ellerophon, Heraclitus (see figure 3), Damocritos, Maracus] would risk excessive length, After its
first reappearance among the lave poets of the duecenta, the great return of m(’lanrlml'}' began with
humanism. Among artists, the cases of Michelangelo, Diirer, and Pontormo are exemplary. A second
epidemic siruck in Elizabethan England (xee L. Babh, The Elfzaberhan Malady, Lansing, 1951); the
case of Jobm Donne is a gond example. The third epoch of melancholy was the nineteenth century:
amaong the victims. were Boavdelaire, Nerval, De Quincey, Coleridge, Strindberg, and Huysmans,
During all three periods, melancholy was interpreted with daring polarization as somoething at once
positive and negative. .

4. The rediscovery of the importance of the astrolagical theory of influences of Saturn for the
interpretation of IHiver’s Mclencolin was the work of K. Giehlow (Didrers Stich "Meloncholia I und
der masimilianische Fumanistenkeeds, Vienaa, 1903) and A, Wirhorg (' Heidoisch antike Weissa-
eung in Wort und Bild zu Luthers Zeiten™ in Sirzungsherichie der Heidelberg Akademie dev Wissen-
schafien, vol, 26, Heidalberg, 19200, Warburg™s fnterpretation of Direr’s image as a “'pamphiet of
humanistic comfort against the fear of Saturn,” which transformis the effigy of the.planetary demon
into the plastic incarnation of the contemplative man, strongly influenced the conclusione of the
aforementioned study by TPanofsky and Sax],

5. Marsilio Ficino, Theologia plasonica de animavian immartalitate, critical edition by R, Mar-
cel, Paris, 1964, book 13, chap. 2.

6. The evror is thus repeated even by careful stadents such as Fdgar Wind (Pagan Mysteries in the
Renaissance, Harmondsworth, 1967) and Rudolf Witthower,

7. Proof of the early convergence of meltancholy and iristiria-aeedia, which appeared rather as
two aspects of the same reality, is found in a letter of Saint Jerome: “*Sunt qui humore cellorum,
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immoderatizque jeiunis, tacdic solitudinis ac nimia lectione, dum dichus ac noctibos auribus suis per
sopant, vertantor in melvcholinm et Hippoecratis magis fomentis guam nosiris monitis indigent””
{Fhere are those who, hecause of the dampness of the cells, immoderate fasts, the horedom of soli-
tude, and the excessive reading sounding in their ears day and night, are given 1o mekmcholy, and
need the poultice of Hippocrates more than onr admanitions) (Epistle 4),

8. The author is actually Hugo de Folieto (Parrologia lating, 176, TI831T.).

Y. Guilielmi Parisiensis, e wniverso, 1, 3.7 {in Opera enmica),



Chapter 3
Melancholic Erosl

The same tradition that assceiated the mefancholic temperament with poetry, phi-
lozophy, and art attributed to it an exasperated inclination to Eros. Aristotle, after
having affirmed the genial vocation of melancholics, placed lustfulness among
their essential characteristics;

Now the liquid and the mixing of the black bile is due to breat‘h cs
and the melancholic are usually lustful. For sexual excitement is due 1o
breath, The penis proves this as it quickly increases from small to large
because of the breath in it. (Problems, trans, W. S. Hett, 953b)

From this moment on, erotic disorder figures amonyg the traditional ateributes
of biack bile. " Tf, analogously, the stothful man was akso represented in medicval
treatises on the vices as philedonos (pleasure-loving), and Alcuin could say that
**he becomes sluggish in carnal vices,” in the strongly moralizing interpretation
of humoral theory by Hildegard von Bingen the abnormal Eros of the melan-
cholic assumed no less than the aspect of a feral and sadistic disturbance:

Melamnchotics have great bones that contamn litfle marrow, which
nevertheless burns so strongly that they are incontinent with women like
vipers . . . they are excessive in lust and without restraint vc.fith wotteit,
like asses, so much so that if they ceased from the depravation they
would readily become mad . . | their embrace is hateful, twisted_, and
mortal like that of predatory wolves . . . theﬁy have commerce with
women, bot nevertheless they despise them.”

But the pexus between love and melancholy had long since found its theoret-
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ical foundation in a medical tradition that _écrzstantly considered love and melan-
choly as related, if not identical, maladies, Tn thig tradition, fully articulated in
the Viaticum of the Arab physician Haly Abbas (wha, through the tradition of
Constantine the African, profoundly influenced medieval European medicine),
love, which appeared with the name amor hereos or amor rreroveres, and melan-
choly were catalogued in contiguous rubrics among the mental diseases.” On oc-
casion, as in the Specridum doctrinale of Vincent de Beauvvais, they appeared in
fact under the same rubric: **de melancolia nigra et canina et de amore qui ereéos
dicitur’” (of black and canine melancholy and of love that is called ereos), The
substantial proximity of erotic and melancholic pathology found its expression in
the De amore of Ficino. The very process of falling in love here became the
mechanism that unthinges and subverts the moral equilibrinm, while, conversely,
the defermined contemplative inclination of the melancholic pushes him or her
fatally toward amorous passion. The willful figurat synthesis that emerged from
this mechanism and that pushed Fros to assume the obseure saturnine traits of the
most sinister of the temperaments must have rémained operative for centuries in
the popular conception of the amorotis melancholic, whose emaciated and am-
higuous caricature made its timely appearance among the emblems of black hu-
mor on the frontispiece of sixtcenth-century treatises on melancholy:

Wherever the assiduous intentions of the soul bear themselves, there
also the spirits direct themselves, which are the vehicles or the
instruments of the soul. The spirits are produced in the heart with the
most subtle part of the blood. The soul of the lover is pulled toward the
image of the beloved written in the imagination and toward the beloved
itself. Thither are attracted also the spirits, and, in their ohsessive flight,
they are exhausted. Because of this a constant refurbishing ef pure
blood is necessary to replace the consumed spirits, there where the most
delicate and transparent particles of bloed are exhaled each day in order
to regenerate the spirits. Because of this, pure and bright blood is
dissobved, and nothing remains but impure, thick, arid, and black blood.
Then the hody dries out and dwindles, and the lovers become
melancholic. It is in fact the dry, thick, and black blood that produces
melancholic or black bile, which fills the head with its vapors, dries out
the brain, and ceaselessly oppresses, day and night, the soul with dark
and frightening visions. . . . It is because of having observed this
condition that the doctors of antiguity have affirmed that love is a
passion that résembles the melancholy disease, The physician Rasis
prescribes therefore, in order to recover, coitus, fasting, drunkenness,
walking,*

In the same passage, the specific character of melanchelic Eros was identified
by Ficino as disjunction and excess. “This tends to oceur,”” he wrote, *'to those
who, misusing love, transform what rightly belongs to contemplation into the
desire of the embrace." The erotic intention that unlcashes the melancholic dis-
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order presents itself as that which would possess and touch what ought merely to
be the object of contemplation, and the tragic insanity of the saturnine tempera-
ment thus finds its rool in the intimate contradiction of a gesture that would em-
brace the unobtainable. Tt is from this perspective that we should interpret the
passage from Henry of Ghent that Panofsky placed in relation to Direr’s image
and according to which melancholics “*cannot conceive the incorporeal”” as such,
because they do not know “*how to extend their intelligence beyond space and
size,” This is not, a5 some have claimed, merely a matter of a static limit in the
mental structure of melancholics that excludes them from the metaphysical
sphere, but rather of a dialectical limit tied to the erotic impulse to transgress,
which transforms the contemplative intention into the *‘concupiscence of the em-
brace.”” That is, the incapacity of conceiving the incorporeal and the desire to
make of it the object of an embrace are two faces of the same coin, of the process
in whose course the traditional contemplative vocation of the melancholic reveals
itself vulnerable to a violent disturbance of desire menacing if from within,”

It is curious that this erotic constellation of meltancholy should have so persis-
tently escaped scholars who have attempted to trace the genealogy and meaning
of Diirer’s Melencolia. Any interpretation—whatever its ability to decipher one
by one the figures inscribed in its field of vision-—that fails to consider the fun-
damental relevance.of black bile to the sphere of erctic desire is bound to be ex-
cluded from the mystery so emblematically fixed in Ditrer’s image. Only when it
is understood that the image is placed vnder the sign of Bros is it possible simul-
taneously to keep and reveal the secret of the emblem, whose allegorical inten-
tion is entirely subtended in the space between Eros and its phantasms.

Motes

I, The association between mekancholy, sexual perversion, and nervous excitability (erethism) is
still found among the symptoms of mclanchaly in moders psychiatric texts, testifying to the curious
impurabiiity over time of the afrabilions syndrome.

2. Causae et curae, ed. Kaiser, Leipzig, 1903, p. 73; see also 20ff.

3. Thus Arnalde of Villanewva (Liber de parte nperativa, in Gpera, Lugduni, 1532, fol. 123-50)
distinguished five types of alienatio: the third is melancholy, the fourth is “‘alenatio quam concom-
Hator frmenss conenpiscentia ot irrationalis: et graece dicitur heroys . . . et volgariter amor, of a
medicis amor heroyeus™™ (alienation that is accompanicd by enormons and irrational concupiseence:
and in Greek it is called hevays .. . and more commonly love, and by the doctors herpical love).

4. Martilio Ficino, De amore, critical edition by R, Marced, Paris, 1956, oration 6, chap. 9,

5. From this point of view, the ““melancolia illa heroica™ (that heroic melsneholy) that Melanch-
than (in 2 passage of the De anima that did ot escape Warburg) atfributed to Difrer plausibly containg
a reference to the amer ieroyens that was, aceording fe the medical fradition passed on by Ficino, a
kind of melonchely, This proximity of love and melancholy, aceording to medieval medicine, alse
explained the appearamce of Dame Meleneolie {Eady Melancholy) in the leve postry of the thirteenth
and fourtcenth contuties.

Chapter 4
The Lost Object

In 1917, in the Internationale Zeitschrift fiir Psychoanalyse (vol. 4), the essay
“Mourning and Melancholia™ was published, one of the tare texts in which
Freud affronted thematically the psychoanalytic interpretation of the ancient sat-
urnine humor. The distance that separates psychoanalysis from e ast sixteenth-
century offshoots of humeral medicine coineides with the birth and the develop-
ment of modern psychiatric science, which classifies melancholia among the
grave forms of mental disease. Therefore it is not without some surprise that we
rediscover in the Freudian analysis of the mechanism of melancholia—translated
naturally into the language of libido - two elements that appeared traditionally in
the pafristic descriptions of acedia and in the phenomenology of the black-biled
teraperament, and whose persistence in the Preudian fext testifies to the extraos
dinary stability over time of the melancholy constellation: the withdrawal from
the object and the withdrawal into itself of the contemplative tendency.
According 1o Freud, the dynamic mechanism of melancholy borrows its es-
sential characteristics in part from mourning and in part from narcissistic regres-
sion. As when, in mourning, the libido reacts to proof of the fact that the loved
one has ceased to exist, fixating itself on every memory ang object formerly
linked to the loved object, so melancholy is also a reaction 1o the loss of a loved
ohject; however, contrary to what might be expected, such loss is not followed by
a transfer of libido to another object, but rather by its withdrawal into the ego,
narcissistically identified with the lost object. According to the succinet formula
of Abraham, whose conclusions on melancholia, published five years earier,
constituted the basis of Freud's study, ““after being withdrawn from. the ohject,
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the likidinal investment returns to the ego and the object is simuitaneously incos-
potated in the ego.”!

Nevertheless, with respect to the genetic process of mourning, melancholia
presents a relationship to its origin that is especially difficnlt to explain. Freud
does not conceal his embarrassment before the undentable proof that, although
mourning follows a loss that has really occurred, in melanchelia not only is it
unclear what object has been lost, it is uncertain that one can speak of a loss at
atl. ““Tt must be admited,”’ Freud writes, with a certain discomfort, “‘that a loss
has indeed oceurred, without it being known what has been lost.”” Shortly there-
after, in the atternpt to gloss over the contradiction posed by a loss without a lost
object, Freud speaks of an “unknown loss’™ or of an “obiject-loss that escapes
consciousness.”” Tn fact, the examination of the mechanism of melancholia, as
described by Frend and Abraham, shows that the withdrawal of libido is the orig-
inal datum, beyond which investigation can go no further; if we wish f¢ maintain
the analogy with mourning, we ought to say that melancholia offers the paradox
of an intention to mousn that precedes and anticipates the loss of the object. Here
psychoanalysis appears to have reached conclusions very similar to those intuited
by the church fathers, who conceived of sloth as the withdrawal from a good that
had not yet been lost and who interpreted the most terrible of its daughters,
despair, as an anticipation of unfulfillment and damnation. As, in the case of gce-
dia, the withdrawal not from a defect, but from a frantic exacerbation of desire
that renders its object inaccessible 1o itself in the desperate attempt to protect it-
self from the loss of that object and to adhere to it at least in its absence, so it
might be said that the withdrawal of melancholic libido has no other purpose than
to make viable an appropriation in a situation in which none is really possible.
Frons this point of view, melancholy would be not so much the regressive reaction to
the loss of the love object as the imaginative capacity to make an unobtainable object
appear as if lost. £ the libido behaves as if'a loss had cccurred although nothing has
in fact been lost, this is because the libido stages a simulation where what cannot be
lost because it has never been possessed appears as lost, and what conld never be
possessed because it had never perhaps existed may be appropriated tnsofar as it is
lost. At this point the specific ambition of the ambiguous melancholy project, which
the inalegy with the exemplary mechanism of mourning had in part disfigured and
rendered unrecognizable, becomes understandable: it is what the ancient humoral
theory rightly identified in the will to transform into an object of amorous embrace
what should have rernained only an object of contemplation. Covering its object with
the funereal trappings of mourning, melanchely confers upon it the phantasmagori-
cal reality of what is Jost; but insofar as such mourning is for an unobtainable object,
the strategy of melancholy opens a space for the existence of the unreal and marks
out a scene in which the ego may enter into relation with it and attempt an appropri-
ation such as no other possession could rival and no loss possibly threaten.

If this is true, if melancholy succeeds in appropriating its own object only to
the extent that it affirms its loss, it 1s understandable why Freud remained so
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struck by the ambivalence of the melancholic tendeney, so much so as to make it
one of the essential characteristics of the malady. In melancholia, love and hate —
engaged in pitched battle around the object, ‘‘one to separate the libide from it,
the other to defend from attack this position of the libido™ —coexist and reconcile
n one of those compromises possible only uneer the laws of the unconscious, a
compromise whose identification remains among the most fecund acquisitionls
psychoanalysis has bequeathed ¢o the sciences of the spirit,

In the case of the fetishist Verlengnung (disavowal), in the conflict between
the perception of reality (which forces the child to renounce his phantasy) and his
destre (which drives him to deny its perception), the child does neither one thing
not the other (o, rather, does both things simultaneously, repudiating, on the one
hand, the evidence of his perceptions, and recognizing reality, on the other hand,
through the assumption of a perverse symptom). Similarly, in melancholia the
object is uneither appropriated nor lost, but both possessed and lost at the same
time.> And as the fetish is at once the sign of something and its absence, and

‘owes to this contradiction its own phantomatic status, so the object of the mel-

ancholic project is at once real and unreal; incorporated and lost, affirmed and
denied, Tt does not surprise us then that Freud was able to speak, in regard to
melancholia, of a ““triumph of the object over the ego,” clarifying that *‘the ob-
jeet has been, yes, suppressed, but it has shown itself stronger than the ego.””
This is a curious trivmph, which consists in conquering through autosuppression;
however, it is precisely in the gesture that abolishes the object that the melan-
cholic demonstrates hig or her extreme fidelity to it,

From this perspective we can also understand in what sense onght to be taken
both Freud’s correlation {made in Abraham’s footsteps) between melancholy and
“the oral or cannibal phase in the evolution of the libida,”” where the ego aspites
to incorporate its objeet by devouring it, and the singular obstinacy with which
eighteenth-century tegal psychiatry classified as forms of melancholia the cases
of cannibalism that fill with horrors the criminal chronicles of the period. The
ambiguity of the melancholic relationship to the obieet was thus assimilated to
the cannibalizing that destroys and also incorperates the object of libido. Behind
the ““melancholic ogres® of the legal archives of the nineteenth century, the sin-
ister shadow of the god who devours his children rises again, that Chronos-Sat-
urn whose traditional associations with melanchely find here an addittonal basis
in the identification of that phantasmatic incorporation of the melancholic libido
with the homophagic meal made of that deposed monarch of the Golden Age.”

Notes

I. K. Abraham, “Notes on the Psycho-Analytical Tnvestigations and Freatment of Manic-
Depressive Insarity and Allied Conditions,”” Salecied Papers on Psycho-Analvsis (London, 1927, -

2. On this characteristic of the fetish according to Freud, see chapter 6 of this volume.

3. On the links between cannibalism and metancholia, sce the Nowvelle Revue de Psyehanalyse 6
(1972), on the topic *“Desting du cannibaligme.””



Chapter 5
The Phantasms of Eros

In his essay “‘Mourning and Melancholia” Freund barely hints at the eventual
phantasmatic character of the melancholic process, observing that the revolt
against the loss of the loved object can be so intense that a turning away from
reality takes place, a clinging to the object through the medium of a hallucinatory
wishful psychosis.””' Tt is necessary therefore to refer to his “‘A Metapsychological
Supplement to the Theory of Dreams’” (which, with the essay on melancholia
published with it, was to have formed part of the projected volume of Prepara-
tions for a Metapsychology) to find sketched, next to an analysis of the mecha-
nism of the dream, an investigation into the process through which the phan-
thoms of desire manage to elude that fundamental institution of the ego, the
reality test, and penetrate into consciousness, According to Freud, in the devel-
opment of psychic life, the ego passes through an initial stage in which it does not
yet dispose of a faculty that will permit it to differentiate real from imaginary
perceptions:

At the beginming of our mental life we did in fact hallucinate the
satisfying object when we felt the need for it. But in such a situation,
satisfaction did not occur, and this failure must very socon have moved
us fo create some contrivance with the help of which it was possible to
distinguish such wishful perceptions from a real fulfillment and to
avoid them for the future. In other words, we gave up hallucinatory
satisfaction of our wishes at a very early period and set up a kind of
“seality-testing.”” (*‘Metapsychological Supplement’™ 231)

In certain cases, however, the reality test can be evaded or temporarily set
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aside. This is what occurs during the hallucinatory psychoses of desire, which
present themselves as a reaction $o a loss, affirmed by reality, but which the ego
must deny because it finds the Toss unbearable:

The ego then breaks its link to reality and withdraws s own investment
to the conscious systemt of perceptions. Tt is through this distortion of
the real that the reality test is avoided and the phantasms of desire, not
remaved, but perfectly conscious, can penetrate into the conscicusness
and come to be accepted as a superior reality.

Freud, who in none of his writings elaborates a proper organic theory of the
phantasm, does not specify what part the phantasm plays in the dynamic of mel-
anchalic introjection. Nevertheless, an ancient and tenacious tradition considered
the syndrome of black bile to be so closely tied to a morbid hypertrophy of the
imaginative (or phanlasmatic, phantastic) facelty that only if situated within the
fondamental complex of the medieval theory of the phantasm could all of its as-
pects be understoad. It is probable that contemparary psychoanalysis, which has
reevaluated the role of the phantasm in the psychic processes and which seems
intent on considering itself, always more explicitly, as a general theory of the
phantasm, would find a usefud point of reforence in a doctrine that, many centu-
ries previously, had conceived of Bros as an essentially phantasmatic process and
had prepared a large place in the life of the spiril for the phantasm. Medieval
phantasmology was born from a convergence between the Aristotelian theory of
the imagination and the Neoplatonic doctrine of the pneuma as a vehicle of the
soul, between the magical theory of fascination and the medical theory of the
influences between spirit and body. According to this multiform doctrinal com-
plex, which is found already variously enunciated in the pseudo-Aristotelian
Theologia, in the Liber de spirifu et anima of Alcher, and in the De insomanils of
Synesius, the phantasy (phantasikon preuma, spiritus phantasticus) is conceived
as a kind of subtle body of the soul that, situated at the extreme point of the sen-
sitive soul, receives the images of objects, forms the phantasms of dreams, and,
in determinate circomstances, can sepafate itself from the body and establish su-
pernatural contacts and visions. In addition the phantasy is the seat of astral in-
fluences, the vehicle of magical influences, and, as quid medium between
corporeal and incorporeal, makes it possible 10 account for a whole series of phe-
nomena otherwise inexplicable, such as the action of maternal desire on the **soft
matter” of the fetus, the apparition of demons, and the effect of sexual fantasies
on the genital member. The same theory also permitted an explanation of the gen-
esis of love; it is nof possible, in particular, to understand the amorous ceremonial
that the troubadour fyric and the poets of the “‘dolee stil novo™ (sweet new style)
left as a Jegacy to modern Western poetry unless notice is taken that since its
origins this ceremonial presented itself as a phantasmatic process. Not an exter
nal body. but an internal image, that is, the phantasm impressed on the phantastic
spirits by the gaze, is the origin and the object of falling in love; only the attentive
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elaboration and immoderate contemplation of this phantasmatic mental simu-
lacrum were hetd capable of generating an authentic amorous pagsion. Andreas
Cappellanus, whose De amore is considered the exemplary theorization of
courtly love, thus defines love as the “‘immoderata cogitatio’ (immoderate
contemplation) of the interior phantasm, and adds that “‘ex sola cogitatione . . .
passio illa procedit™ (““passion derives . . . from contemplation alone™).

Tt should be no surprise then, given the fundamental pertinence of the black
bile in the erotic process, that the melancholic syndrome should have been since
its origin fraditionally joined to phantasmatic practice. The “‘imaginationes
malae’ (wicked phantasies) have long appeared in the medical literature among
the *“signa melancoliae’” (signs of melancholy) in such an eminent position that
it can be said that the atrahilious disease configures itself essentially, according to
the expression of the Paduan doctor Girolamo Mercuriale, as a **vitium corruptae
imaginationis’® (fault of corrupt imagination).” Already Ramon Llult mentioned
the affinity between melancholy and the imaginative faculty, specifying that the
saturnine *“a longo accipiunt per ymaginacionem, quae cum melancolia maiorem
habet concordiam gquam cum alia compleccione™ (perceive from afar through the
imagination, which has greater agreement with melancholy than with other com-
plexions), In Albertus Magnus we find that melancholics *‘multa phanrasmata
inveniunt”’ (make up many phantasms) because dry vapor holds images more
firmly. But once again, however, it is in Ficino and in Florentine Neoplatonism
that the capacity of black bile to hofd and fix the phantasims was asserted from the
perspective of a medical-magical-philosophical theory that explicitly identifies
the amorous contemplation of the phantasm with melancholy, whose pertinence
to the erotic process here finds its reasons for being precisely in an exceptional
phantasmatic disposition. If one thus reads in the Theologia platonica that mel-
ancholics *“because of the earthy humor fix the phantasy more stably and more
efficaciously with their desirés,”” in the passage quoted in chapter 3 from Ficino’s
De amore it is the obsessive and exhausting bastening of the vital spirits arcund
the phantasm impressed in the fantastic spirits that characterizes, at once, the
erotic process and the unleashing of the atrabilious syndrome. In this context,
melancholy appears essentially as an erotic process engaged in an ambiguous
commerce with phantasms; and the double polarity, demonic-magic and angelic-
contemplative, of the nature of the phantasm is responsible not ondy for the mel-
ancholics’ morbid propensity for necromantic fascination but also for their apti-
* tude for ecstatic illwmination,

The influence of this conception, which indissolubly bound the saturnine tem-
perament to cormmerce with the phantasm, quickly extended itself beyond its
original range. It is still evident, for example, in a passage of the Trartate della
nobilti della pitiira of Romano Alberti, frequently cited in regard to the history
of the concept of melancholy. More than four centuries before psychoanalysis,
this passage laid the foundations for a theory of art understood as a phantasmatic
operation:
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Painters become melancholics because, wishing to imitate, they must
retain the phantasms fixed in the intellect, so that afterward they can
express them in the way they first saw them when present; and, being
their work, this occurs not only once, but continnally, They keep their
minds so much abstracted and separated from nature that consequently
metancholy derives from it. Aristotle says, however, that this signifies
genius and prudence, becanse almost all the ingenious and prudent have
been melancholics.?

"The traditional association of melancholy with artistic activity finds its justi-
fication precisely in the exacerbated phantasmatic practice that constitutes their
comnuion trait. Both place themselves under the sign of the spiritus phaniasticns,
the subtle body that not only furnishes the vehicle of dreams, of love, and of
magical influence, but which also appears closely and enigmatically joined to the
noblest creations of human culture, If this is true, then it is alse significant that
one of the texts in which Freud lingers longest in his analysis of the *‘wishful
phantasies™ should be the essay “‘Creative Writers and Day-Dreaming,”’ in
which he attempts to delineate a psychoanalytic theory of arfistic creation and
formulates a hypothesis according to which the work of art would be, in some
manner, a continuation of infantile play and of the unconfessed but never aban-
doned phantasmatic practice of the adult.

At this point, we can begin to see the région whose spiritval configuration was
the object of an itinerary that, having begon on the traces of the noonday demon
and its infernal retinue, has led us to the winged genius of Diirer’s melancholy
and in whose domain the ancient tradition crystallized in this emblem can per-
haps find a new foundation. 'The imaginary loss that so obsessively ocenpies the
melancholic tendency has no real object, becanse its funereal strategy is directed
to the impossible capture of the phantasm. The Tost object is but the appearance
that desire creates for its own courting of the phantasm, and the introjection of
the libido is only one of the facets of a process in which what is real loses its
reality so that what is unreal may become real. If the external world is in fact
narcissistically dented to the melancholic as an object of love, the phantasm yet
receves from this negation a reality principle and emerges from the mute interior
crypt in order to enter into a new and fundamental dimension. No longer a phan-
tasm and not vet a sign, the unreal object of melancholy introjection cpens a
space that is neither the hallucinated onejric scene of the phantasms nor the in-
different world of natural objects. In this intermediate epiphantc place, located in
the no-man’s-land between parcissistic self-love and external object-choice, the
creations of human enlture wifl be sitvated one day, the interweaving (entrebes-
car) of symbolic forms and textual practices through which man enters in contact
with a world that is nearer to him than any other and from which depend, more
directly than from physical nature, his happiness and his misfortune. The locus
severus (austere place) of melancholy, which according to Aristotle signifies ge-
nins and prodence, is also the lisus severus {serious play) of the word and of the
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symbolic forms through which, according to Freud, man succeeds in “‘enjoying
[his] own day-dreams without self-reproach or shame’ (**Creative Writers™
153). The topology of the unreal that melancholy designs in its immobile dialec-
tic is, at the same time, a topology of culture.*

It is not surprising, in this perspective, that melancholy should have been
identified by the alchemists with Nigredo (Blackness), the first stage of the Great
Work, which consisted, according to the ancient spagyritic maxint, in giving a

~body to the incorporeal and rendering the corporeal incorporeal.” In the space
opened by its obstinate phantassmagoric tendency originates the unceasing al-
chemical effort of human cultore to appropriate to itself death and the negative
and to shape the maximum reality seizing on the maximum unreality.

If we turn now to the engraving of Diirer (see figare 1}, it is entirely fitting to
the immobile winged figure intent on its own phantasms, and at whose side sits
the spiritus phansasticus® represented in the form of a cherub, that the instru:
ments of the active life shovld lic abandoned on the ground, having become the
cipher of an enigmatic wisdom, The troubling alienation of the most familiar ob-
jects is the price paid by the melancholic to the powers that are custodians of the
inaccessible. The meditating angel is not, according to an interpretation by now
traditional, the symbol of the impossibility for geometry (or for the arts based on
it) to reach the incorporeal metaphysical world but, on the contrary, the emblem
of man’s attempt, at the limit of an essential psychic tisk, to give body to his own
phantasies and to master in an artistic practice what would otherwise be impos-
sible to be seized or known. The compass, the sphere, the millstone, the hammer,
the scales, and the straightedge, which the melancholic project has emptied of
their habitual meaning and transformed into images of its own mourning, have ne
other significance than the space that they weave during the epiphany of the un-

- attainable, Since the lesson of melanchely is that only what is ungraspable can
traly be grasped, the melancholic alone ig at his leisure among these ambignous
embleratic spoils. As the relics of a past on which is written the Edenic cipher of
infancy, these objects have captured forever a gleam of that which can be pos-
sessed only with the provision that it be lost forever.

Motes

I. From “Mouvrning and Melancholia,” The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological
Works of Sigrmund Frend, vol. 14 (Londor: Hogarth Press, 1957), 244, Subsequent translations of
passages [rom Preud's essays that appear with page references are also from this source; undocy-
mented translations age the transtator’s own,

2. See G. Tanfani, 1 concetto di metancolia nel '500,7 Revista i stovia delle seienze mediche
e namrali, Florence (July-December 1948), )

3. The marmerist theory of the *‘inner design’™ must be placed against the hackground of this
psychological doctrine in order fo be fully intelligible.

4. The topological operation of melancholy can be represented in the followisg schema:
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where P = phantasn, O = external abject, and @ = vnreal ahject, The space they demarcare is the
symbolic fepos of melanchely,

5. An tlestration in the first Ripley Serawle, painted at Lilbeck in 1588 (Ms. Add, Sloane 5023,
British Museum}, shows the alehermist as a melanchalic by way of representing the first phase of (he
alchemical work, .

6. A systemalic revision of the iconographic interpretation of Pannfsky and Sax| was not among
the thematic ohjocts of this essay; nevertheless it is impossihle nat to bring info relief here the aspects
of that interpretation that have been gradually brought into guestion in the course of this study, which
has derived ity domain and its measure precisely from an incessant confrontation with Trirer’s em-
blem. The greatest innovation of this present study is to have resituated the melancholic syndrome
againet the background of the medicval and Renaissiance theory of the spiritus phantasticus (melan-
chely, in the sirict sense, was buf a disorder of the phantasmatic activity, a “vitiom corroptae imag-
inationis”) and 1o have consequently retuened it to the context of the theory of love [as the phantasm
was, at once, the object and vehicle of the act of falting in love, and love itself a form of seficimdn
mefancholica (melancholy ditigence)]. The affinity between imagination and melancholy tempera-
ment is recognized by Panofsky and Saxl, insofar ag it is explicitly affirmed i the toxt of Agrippa on
which their interpretation is based, but it is in no way pursued.

‘The first consequence that, on the iconographical plane, derives from the Hnk between the image ‘
praduced by Ditrer and the theory of the phantasm, 3¢ that the winged chovub {puiro) comnot be iden-
tified any fonger with Brauch, “Practice.”” Klein, who saw in the drawing chorub a personification of
drawing/design " Saturne: crnyances ef symboles,™ in Mercure de France (1964): 588-94; reprinted
in Lo forme et Pintelligibic (Paris, 1970), 224-307, had already noticed the lack of congruence be-
tween the small winged figure and Practice, which should have been logically represented blind and
without wings. The cherub may be suitbly identified with the spirffus phantasticns depicted in the
act of imprinting the phanfasm in the phantasy. This explains why Dhirer’s cherub undonbiedly be-
longs to the iconographic type of the erotes: spirine: phamasticns s, as we have seen, (he magic
vehicle of love and belongs to the same family as the “spiritelli d"amore’ (little love-spirits) of
Stilnovist lyric.

The semantic rotation that the phantasmological perspective effects on Diirer’s inage, from a
static limit (the inability of geometry to reach metaphysics) 10 8 dialectical one (the atterpt of the
phantasy o possess the unattainable), also permits us to understand correctly the meaning of the bat
holding the scroll with the inscription “*Melencolia L7 This can be considered an authentic minor
emblen that holds the key to the larger erblem that containg jt. Tn the Hieraghphica of Hnrépollo
(see frgnre 21 the bat in Hight is interpreted a5 reprosenting man’s attempt to boldly ranscend the
misery of his condition by daring the impossitle: ““Tmbeeillum hominem lascivientem, tamen et au-
dacius aliguid melientem, cwm monstrare voluering, verpertiionem pingunt. Haec enim etsi alas non
baheat volare tamen conatur™” (When they wished o show weak and wantor man, but more daring
and attempting something, they paint the bat, For this creature, although Incking wings, attempis to
fy).

Another important innevation fhat hag emerged in the course of this study is the reevaluation of
the role of the patristic theorization of wisitia-acedia (which Panofsky interprets simply as “‘the
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guilty sleep of the lazy "} in tha genesis of the Renaissance doctrine of melancholy, As we have seen,
not ouly is frisftic-acedio not idenhified with laziness in patristic thought, but it has the same am-
biguous polarity {ristitia solutifera-tristitia movtifera) that characterizes {he Renaissance concept
of melancholy, '

Part I1
In the World of Odradek:
The Work of Art Coenfronted
with the Commodity




| Chapter 6
Freud; or, The Absent Object

In 1927 a brief article appeared in the Internationale Zeitschrift fiir Psychoanalyse
(vol. 13) with the title “*Fetischismus.’” It is one of the rare texts in which Freud
posed thematically the problem of those individuals “*whose object-choice was
dominated by a fetish.”"! The results furnished by the analyses in the cases he
observed seemed so concordant and unequivocal that they persuaded him to con-
clude that all cases of fetishism could be reduced to a single explanation. Ac-
cording to Frend, the fetishistic fixation arises from the refusal of the male child
to acknowledge the absence of the penis of the female (of the mother). Con-
fronted with the perception of this absence, the child refuses [Freud used the term
Verlengrung (disavowal}] to adwit its reality, because to do so would permit a
threat of castration against his own penis. The fetish is therefore the “‘substitute
for the worman’s {the mother’s) penis that the little boy once believed in and— for
reasons familiar to us—does not want to give up”” (152-53).

Nevertheless, according to Freud, the sense of this Verleugnung is not as sim-
ple as it might seem and in fact implies an essential ambiguity. In the conflict
between the perception of reality, which urges him to renounce his phantasm, and
the cotmterdesire, which urges him to deny his perception, the child does neither
one nor the other; or, rather, he does hoth simultaneously, reaching one of those
compromises that are possible only under the rule of the laws of the unconscious,
On the one hand, with the help of a particotar mechanism, he disavows the evi- -
dence of his perception; on the other, he recognizes its reality, and,. through a
perverse symptom, he assumes the anguish he feels before it, The fetish, whether
a part of the hody or an inorganic ohject, is, therefore, at one and the same time,
the presence of that nothingness that is the maternal penis and the sign of its ab-
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sence. Both symbol of something and its negation, the fetish can maintain itself
only thanks to an essential laceration in which two contrary reactions constitute
the nucleus of an anthentic fracture of the ego (chspaltung).

It is interesting 1o observe how a mental process of fefishistic type is implicit
in one of the most common tropes of poetic Janguage: synecdoche (and in its
close relative, metonymy). The substitition, in synecdoche, of part for whole (or
of a contiguous object for anather) correspands, in fetishism, fo the substitution
of one part of the body {or of an object annexed to it) for the whole sexual part-
ner, That we are not dealing with a superficial analogy is proved by the fact that
the metosymic substitufion is not exhaysted in the pure and simple substitution of
one term for another: the substituted term is, rather, at once negated and evoked
by the substitution through & process whose ambiguity closely recalls the Frend-
ian Verlengrung, and it is precisely from this kind of “‘negative reference” that
the peculiar poetic character that invests the word arises, The fetishistic character
of the phenomenon becomes evident in that particular kind of metonymic oper-
ation that, since Vasari and Condivi first gave it eritical recognition with respect
o the *‘unfinished’” sculptures of Michelangelo, has become one of the essential
stylistic instruments of modern art: the nanfiniched .2 Gilpin, who pushed the
pre-Romantic taste for the nonfinished to the point of proposing the partial de-
struction of Palladian villas so as to transform them into attificial ruins, had be-
come aware that what he called the “‘laconism of genius” consisted precisely in
“giving a part for the whole.”” Schlegel, to whom we owe the prophetic affir-
mation that *‘many works of the ancients have become fragments, and many
works of the moderns are fragments at their birth,”” thought, as did Movalis, that
every finite work was necessarily subject to a limit that only the fragment could
transcend. It i3 superfluous to recall that, in this sense, almost all modern poems
after Mallarmé are fragments, in that they athude to something (the absolute
poem) that can never be evoked in its integrity, but only rendered present through
its negation.”® The difference with respect to normal linguistic metooymy is that
the substituted object (the *‘whole”’ to which the fragment alludes) is, like the
maternal penis, nonexistent or no longer existent, and the nonfinished therefore
reveals itself as a perfect and punctual pendant of the fetishist denial.

Analogous remarks can be formulated for metaphor, which Ortega y Gasset,
in a book often cited but rarely read, considered ““the most radical instrument of
dehwmanization’” of modern art. As Ortega noted, metaphor substitutes one thing
for another, not so much in order to reach the second, as to escape from the first.
If it is true, as it has been argued, that the metaphoric substitute is originally a
nominal replacement for an object that shoutd not be named, then the analogy
with fetishism is even stronget than in the case of metonymy.* Given that Freud
was simply attemnpting to trace the phenomenon of fetishism to the unconscious
processes that constituted its origin, we cannot be surprised that he did not un-
duly preoceupy himself with the consequences that the ambiguity of the infantile
Verleugnung might have on the status of the fetish object, or that he neglected to
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put this object in relation to the other objects that make up the world of human
culture insofar as it is an activity that creates objects.”

Considered from this point of view, the fetish confronts us with the paradox of
an unattainable object that satisfies a human need precisely through its being un-
attainable. Insofar as it ig a presence, the fetish object is in fact something con-
crete and tangible; but insofar as it is the presence of an absence, it is, at the same
time, immaterial and intangible, becanse it alludes continuously beyond itself to
something that can never really be possessed. '

This essential ambiguity in the status of the fetish perfectly explains a fact that
observation had already revealed some time ago, that is, that the fetishist unfail-
ingly tends to collect and multiply fetishes.® Whether the abject of perversion be
an article of lingerie of a certain kind or a small leather boot or a woman’s head
of hair, the perverse subject will be equally satisfied (or, if you wish, equally
unsatisfied) by all the objects that present the same characteristics. Precisely be-
cause the fetish is a negation and the sign of an absence, it is not an unrepeatable
unique object; on the contrary, it is something infinitely capable of substitution,
without any of its successive incarnations ever succeeding in exhausting the nul- |
lity of which it is the symhol. However much the fetishist multiplies proofs of its
presence and accumulates harerns of objects, the fetish will inevirably remain
elusive and celebrate, in each of its apparitions, always and only its own mystical
phantasmagoria, - B

The fetish teveals a new and disturbing mode of being of objects, of the fac-
ricia mamfactured by human efforts.” Hosvever brief our consideration of the
phenomenon, we reatize that it is more familiar than we first imagined.

Acholia
The birth of fetishism

1. From ““Fetishism,”” The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological
Works of Sigmund Freud, vol. 21, trans. and ed. James Strachey (London: Ho-
garth Press, 1961), 152,

The first (o use the term fetishism to designate a sexual perversion was Alfred
Binet, whose study Le férichisme dans Uamour (Paris, 1888) was attentively read
by Freud during the period of his composition of Three Essays on the Theory of
Sexnediy (1905}, *“Such substitutes,”” Freud writes with Binet’s words in mind,
“are with some justice likened to the fetishes in which savages believe that their
gods are embodied”” (Srandard Edition, vol. 7, 153). The psychological conno-
tations of the term are more familiar to vs today than the original religious mean-
ing, which appeared for the firvst time in the work of Charles de Brosses, Dt cutlte
des dicux fFriches, ou paralléle de Uancienne religion de I'Egypte avec la reli-
gion geiuelle de Nigritie (Paris, 1760}, Neither Restif de 1a Bretonne [whose Pled
de Fanchette ou le sonlier coulenr de rose (Fanchetie’s foot, or the pink slipper),
centering on shoe fetishism, appeared only nine years after de Brosses’s study]
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nor the Marquis de Sade, although they both mentioned nomerous cases of sexual
“fetishism'” in their works, used this term. Even Charles Fourier, who, in the
chapter on erotic manias in his Le nowveau monde amoureux, several times men-
tioned the case of a heel fetishist {a ‘‘mania’ worthy, according to the author, of
the ““Golden Age™) did not use the word fetish, [t shoutd be poted that along with
the diffusion of the psychoanalytic use of the term, anthropologists, who had ac-
cepted the term proposed by de Brosses, gradually abandoned il in response to
the strict disapproval of Mauss (according to whom *‘the notion of fetish cught to
disappear completely from science’”),
The nonfinished

2. Giorgio Vasari, speaking of the Virgin in the Medici Chapel, writes that
“although its parts are not finished, one recognizes . . . in the imperfection of
the sketch the perfection of the work’’; and Condivi, in regard to the sculptures
of the New Sacristy, states, “‘nor does the rough sketch stand in the way of the
perfection and beauty of the work™ [see Renato Bonelli, ‘Il non-finito di Mi-
chelangiolo™ and Pieroe Sanpaolesi, ‘“Michelangeto e il non-finito™” in At del
Convegno di studi michelangioleschi (Rome: Editore dell” Ateneo, 1966)]. On
the nonfinished in art and literature see also the volume of essays Das Unvellen-
dete als kumstlerische Form (The unfinished as artistic form), edited by I Adolf
Risenwerth (Bern: Francke, 1959), and the acute observations of Edgar Wind in
Art and Anarchy (London: Faber and Faber, 1963),

Absolute poetry

3. “‘But of what do 1 property speak, when from this direction, in this direc-
tion, with these words, I speak of a poetry —no, of poetry? I speak, yes, of the
poetry that does not exist!

“Absolute poetry —no, certainly it does not exist, it cannot axist]

“But it does cxist, yes, in every existing poer, it exists in every poem with-
out pretense, this question that cannot be evaded, this unheard-of pretense’” [Paul
Celan, Der meridian, in Ausgewdihite Gedichte (Frankfurt am Main, 1970}].

Metaphor and perversion

4, Ortepa’s definition of metaphor might well refer to the fetishist Verleng-
nung: A strange thing, indeed, this human mental activity of replacing one thing
for apother—not so much out of haste to reach the latier as out of determination
to escape the former.”” The theory of metaphor as a “*substitutive name’ for a
taboo is found in Heinz Werner, Die Urspriing der Metapher (The origin of met-
aphor) (1919). The analogy of sexual perversions and metaphor was noted, with
his usual acumen, by Krans: ““There are oetaphors in the erotic language as well.
The tlliterate call them perversions.”™

Objects of fetishism
5. Bven recently, in the issue of the Nowvelle Revue de Psychanalyse entitled
Objets du fétichisme (vol. 2, 1970), only two of the psychoanalysts contributing
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to the volume appeared to realize, though but fleetingly, the possible implications
of the phantomatic status of the fefish object, suggestively characterized as objet
de perspective (perspective object) or objet de margue (object of lack), or to per-
ceive the closeness of the fefish object to the domain of cultural creation. See
Guy Rosolato, “‘Le fétichisme dont se dérobe 1objet’” (The fetishism whose ob-
ject disappears), and V. M. Smirnoff, “‘La transaction fétichique” (The fetishist
trangaction},

The collector

6. As Keafft-Ebing records, actual warehouses of braids and shoes were found
in the dwellings of the “*braid-cutters’ or of the shae fetishists. In this sense, the
fetishist displays many resemblances with a figure not usvally listed among per-
verts: the coliector. What the collector secks in the obiect is something absolutely
impalpable to the noncollector, who only uses or possesses the object, just as the
fetish does not coincide in any way with the object in its material aspect.

Erymaology

7. The Portuguese word feiticio (from which the word fetish is coined) does
not derive, as de Brosses thought, from the Latin root of fatum, fari, fanum (with
the meaning, therefore, of “‘enchanted thing’’) but from the Latin facricius (‘“ar-
tificial’"}, from the sare roof as facere. Saint Augustine even referred to a genus
Jacticiorum deorum with regard to the pagan idols, where the term facticiits
surely anticipates the modern meaning. The Indo-European root *dhé- of facere
is linked with that of fas, fanum, feria and has an originally religious value,
which can still be perceived in the archaic sense of fucere {‘‘make a sacrifice’”).
See Alfred Ernout and Alphonse Meillet, Dictionnaire drvmologique de lo langue
latine, s.v. “facio” and “‘feriae.”” In this sense, everything that is factitious be-
longs by rights to the religious sphere, and the astonishment of de Brosses before
the fetish not only has no reason to exist, it betrays a forgetfulness of the original
status of objects.



Chapter 7
Marx; or, The Universal Exposition

In 1925, two years before the publication of Freud’s article on fetishism, Rainer
Maria Rilke, in a letter to Witold von Hulewicr (particalarly important for Rilke's
attempt to explain what he had expressed poetically in the Duing Elegies), re-
vealed his apprehension before what was according fo him a change in the status
of objects:

Even for our grandparents a “‘house,”” a ““well,”” a familiar tower, their
very clothes, their coat: were infinitely more, infinitely more intimate;
almost everything a vessel in which they found the human aod added to
the store of the human. Now, from America, empty indifferent things
are pouring across, sham things, dummy fife . . . A house, in the
American sense, an American apple or a grapevine over there, has
nothing in common with the house, the froit, the grape into which went
the hopes and reflections of our forefathers . . . Live things, things
lived and. conscient of us, are running out and can no longer be
replaced. We are perhaps the last still to have knows such things.
[Letters of Rainer Maria Rilke, vol. 2 (New York: W. W. Norton, 1947),
374-75; emphasis in the original]l

Ins the fourth part of the first chapter of Capital, which has the title *“The Fe-
tishism of the Comumodity and Its Secret,”” Marx is explicitly concerned with thig
transformation of the products of human labor into “*appearances of things,” in
a ““phantasmagoria . . | that is subject, and also not subject, to the senses’”:

A commaodity appears at first sight an extremely obvious, trivial thing.
... So far as it is a vse-value, there is nothing mysterious about it,
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whether we consider it from the point of view that by its propetties it
satisfies human needs, or that it first takes on these properties as the -
product of human labour. Tt is absolutely clear that, by his activity, man
changes the forms of the materials of nature in such a way as to make
them useful to him. The form of wood, for instance, is altered if a table
ts made cut of it. Nevertheless the table continues to he wood, an
ordinary, sensuous thing. But as soon as it emerges as a commoclity, it
changes into a thing which transcends sensuousness. It not only stands
with its feet on the ground, but, in relation to all other commedities, it
stands on its head, and evolves out of #s wooden brain grotesque ideas,
far more wonderful than if it were to begin dancing of its own free will.
[Capiral, vol. 1, trans. Ben Fowkes (New York: Vintage Books, 1977),
163-64]

This * ‘myﬁ;fica! character” that the product of labor acquires as soon as it takes
on the form of the commodity depends, according to Marx, on an essential dou-
bling of the relation to the object, for which the product does not now represent
only a use-value {its suitability to satisfy a determinate human need}, but this
use-value s, at the same time, the material substrate of something else: the ex-
change value, Since the commedity presents itself under this double form of use-
ful object and bearer of value, it is an essentially immaterial and abstract piece of
goods, whose conerete enjoyment is impossible except through accumulation and
exchange:

In obvious contrast with the materiality of the body of the commodity,
not a single atom of matter penetrates to its value . . . Metamorphosed
into tdentical sublimates, samples of the same undifferentiated Fabor; all
objects manifest but one thing, which is that a certain force of labor has
béen expended in producing them. Insofar as they are crystals of this
common social substance, they are reputed to be value.

This doubling of the praduct of work, which presents us now with one face

now with another, without making both visible in the same instant, constitutes

what Marx calls the “‘fetishistic character” of the commodity. The commodity
thus presents more than a simply terminological analogy with the fetishes that are
objects of perversion. The superimposition of the nse-value corresponds, in fe-
tishism, to the superimposition of a particular symbolic value on the normal use
of the object. Just as the fetishist never succeeds in possessing the fetish \n'fholiy,
because it is the sign of two contradictory realities, so the owner of a commodity
will never be able to enjoy it simultanecusly as both useful object and as valve:
the material body in which the commodity is manifest may be manipulated in all
manner of ways, and it may be materially altered so far as to destroy it, but in this
disappearance the commodity witl once again reaffirm its anattainability,

The fetishization of the object effected by the commaodity becomes evident in
the Universal Expositions, which Walter Benjamin defined as “*piigrimage-sites
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of the commodity-fetish.”” Marx was in London in 1851 when the first Universal
Exposition, in Hyde Park, was inaugurated with great fanfare, and it is probable
that his memory of that accasion contributed to his reflections on the character of
the commaodity-fetish. The “‘phantasmagoria’” of which he speaks in relation to
the commeodity can be discoverad in the intentions of the organizers, who chose,
fram among the various possibilities presented, Paxton’s project for an enormons
palace constructed entirely out of plass. The Guide to the Paris Exposition of
1867 reiterated the supremacy of this phantasmagorical character: ““The public
needs a grandiose concept that will strike its imagination; its spirit must halt, as-
tonished, before the marvels of indostry. Ft wishes to contemptate an enchanted
scene (un coup doeil féerigue) and not similar products, uniformiy grooped.””
The posteards of the period increased the effect even more, swathing the build-
ings of the Exposition in a luminous halo.

The transfiguration of the commaodity into enchanted object is the sign that the
exchange vahue is already beginning to eclipse the nse-value of the commadity. In
the galleries and the pavilions of its mystical Crystal Palace, in which from the
outset a place was also reserved for works of art, the commodity is displayed Lo
be enjoyed only through the glance at the enchanted scene.

Thus at the Universal Exposition was celebrated, for the first time, the mys-

tery that has now become familiar to anyone who has entered a supermarket or
been expesed to the manipulation of an advertisement: the epiphany of the unat-
tainable .

Scholia
Rilke and things

1. In a letter of 1912, Rilke wrote of the change that had come over things in
terms that closely recall Mars’s analysis of the fetishistic character of the com-
modity. ““The world contracts,”” Rilke writes, *‘because even things, for their
part, do the same, in that they continuously displace their existence into the vi-
bration of money, developing a kind of spirituality that from this moment on out-
strips their tangible reality. In the period that T am treating (the fourteenth cen-
tury}, money was still gold, metal, something beautiful, the most casily handled,
the most intelligible of all things.” In Rilke, a poet that certainly does not have
the reputation of a revolutionary, we discover again the same nostalgia for use-
value that claracterizes Marx’s critique of the commodity. Nevertheless, faced
with the imspossibility of a return to the past, this nostatgia in Rilke ranslates into
the program for a transformation of the world of visible things into the invisible,
“The earth,”’ continues the previously cited letter to Hulewicz, has no way out
other than to become invisible: irn us who with a part of our natures partake of the
invigible, have (at keast) stock in it, and can increase our holdings in the invisible
during our sojourn here~—in us alone can be consummated this intimate and last-
ing conversion of the visible into an invisible. . . . The angel of the Flegies is
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that creature in whom the fransformation of the visible into the invisible, which
we are accomplishing, appears already consummated”” (Letters of Rainer Maria
Rilke 2:375). From this point of view, the Rilkean angel is the symbaol of the tran-
scendence in the invigible of the commodified object, that is, the cipher of a re-
lation to things that goes beyond both the use-value and the exchange value, As
such, it is the metaphysical figure that succeeds the merchant, as Rilke put it in
one of the late poems: *“When from the hand of the merchant / the scales pass /
to the Angel in heaven / they are appeased and balanced with space . . . ™

The Universal Exposition

2, The organizers of the 1831 London Exposition were perfectly conscions of
the phantasmagorical character of Paxton’s palace, In the essay “*The Armony
[sic] of Colours as Exemplified in the Exhibition,”” which accompanied the Ex-
position catalogue, Merrifield writes that the Crystal Palace *“is perhaps the only
building in the world in which the armesphere is perceptible; and the very ap-
propriate style of decoration chosen by Mr. Owen Jones greatly adds to the gen-
cral effect of the edifice. To a spectator situated in the gallery at the eastern or
western end, who looks directly before himself, the most distant parts of the
building appear enveloped in a bluish halo . . .

Even a passing glance af the illustrations of the catalogue produces an indef-
inite sense of discomfort that, little by little, is shown to be caused by the mon-
strous hypertrophy of ornament that transforms the simplest objects into night-
marish creatures (see figures 4 and 5). Many of the objects displayed are
devoured by ornamient to such an extent that Warnum (whose essay ““The Exhi-
bition as a Lesson in Taste,” a peroration on the necessity of ornament, con-
cludes the catalogue) took it as his duty to place the public on its. guard against
the arbitrary substitution of the object by ornament. In an incredible eclecticism,
afl the styles and ail the periods are invited to feast, in the extratemporal ternple
of the ‘commodity, on the spoils of the object. As the “*bluish hato” that envelops
the Crystal Palace is but a visualization of the aura that bathes the commodity-
fetish, so the clephantiasis of ornament betrays the new character of the com-
modified objects. If seen in relation to the spectacle of the Exposition, the Marx-
ian theory of the fetishistic character of the commodity —which has appeared to
at least one incautious modern reader as “‘a flagrant and extremely harmfol He-
gelian influence’” (the infelicitous remark is Althusser’s)—requires neither expli-
cafion nor philosophical references.

It is interesting to nofe that the first reactions of the mteliectﬂal% and artists to
the Universal Hxposition were generally of concealed distaste and aversion.
Ruskin’s decidedly unfavarable opinions of the Exposition of 1851 arc in this
sense sympfomatic. A certain intention to compete with the Exposition can be
discerned in Courbet’s decision, in 1853, to display his works in & pavilion within
sight of the Expagition grounds. The example was later followed by Manet and in
1889 by Gauguin, who organized a show of his own works in a café not far from
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the Exposition site. For their part, the organizers of the Exposition did not tire of
entreating artists not to disdain “‘le voisinage des produits industricls qu’ils ont si
souvent enrichis et oil ils peuvent puiser encore nouveaux élements d’inspiration
et de travail”’ {the proximity of industrial products that they had so often enriched
and from which they might still draw new clements of inspiration and labor).

The construction in 1889, on the occasion of the fifth Universal Exposition, of
the Eitfe] Tower, whose clegant shape today seems inseparable from Paris, ex-
cited protest from a substantial group of artists, among whorm were personalities
as diverse as Zola, Meissonier, Maupassant, and Bonnat. They had probably re-
alized what the fait accompli prevents us from perceiving today: that the tower (in
addition to giving the coup de grace to the labyrinthine character of old Paris by
offering a reference point visible everywhere) transformed the whole city into a
commaodity that could be consumed al a single glance. In the Exposition of 1889,
the most precious commadity was the city itself.

o
I
i

Chapter 8
Baudelaire; or, The Absolute
Commodity

We have an exceptional withess to the Paris Universal Exposition of [855.
Charles Baudelaire left his impressions in a series of three articles that appeared
at brief intervals in two Paris dailies. Though Baudelaire restricted his comments
to the fine arts, and although his articles do not apparently differ much from the
reports he had written for the Salons of 1845 and 1846, we see on closer inspec-
tion that the noveltics and the importance of the challenge offered to the work of
art by the commodity did not escape his prodigions sensitivity. .

In the first article of the series [which carries the significant title **Die I'idée
maoderne du progrés appliquée aux beaux arts”™ (On the modern idea of progress
applied to the fine arts)] he describes the sensation created in an intelligent visitor
by the spectacle of an exotic commaodity and shows his awareness of the new kind
of attention the commodity requires of the viewer. ““What would a modern
Winckelmann say,” he asks himsell, “‘before a Chincse product, a strange and
bizarre product, shapely in its form, intense in color, and sometimes delicate to
the point of evanescence?”” *“Nonetheless,”” he answers, ““it is a sample of uni-
versal beauty; but for it to be undersiood it is necessary for the spectator to work
in himself a transformation that is somewhar mysterions , . .7 It is no accident
that the idea on which the sonnet *‘Correspondances’ is based (a poem that is
usually interpreted as the guintessence of Baudelairean esotericism) should be
articulated af the beginning of the article on the 1855 Exposition, Like Bosch, who
at the dawn of capitalism had drawn from the spectacle of the first great interna-
tional fairs in Flanders the symbols to illustrate his mystical Adamic conception
of the millenarian kingdom, Baudelaire, at the beginning of the second industrial
revolution, drew from the transfiguration of the commeodity during the Universal
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Exposition the emotional atmosphere and the symbolic elements of his poetics.
The great novelty that the Exposition had made obvious to Bandelaire’s percep-
tive eye was that the commodity had ceased to be an innocent object, whose
enjoyment and perception were gxbausted in the practical use of it, and had
charged itself with that disturbing ambignity to which Marx would allude twelve
years later when speaking of the ‘‘fetishistic character,” the *‘metaphysical
subtleties,”” and *“theological witticisms™’ of the commodity. Once the commaod-
ity had freed ebjects of use from the slavery of being useful, the borderline that
separated them from works of art—the borderline that artists from the Renais-
sance forward had indefatigably worked to establish, by basing the supremacy of
artistic creation on the “‘making”’ of the artisan and the laborer—became extremely
fenuons.

Before the enchantment (féerie) of the Universal Exposition, which began to
draw toward the commaodity the kind of interest traditionally reserved for the
work of art, Baudelaire took up the challenge and carried the battle to the ground
of the commodity itself. As he had implicitly admitted when speaking of the ex-
otic product as a “*sample of universal beauty,”” he approved of the new features
that commodification impresses on the object and he was conscious of the power
of attraction that they would inevitably have on the work of art. At the sane time,
however, he wanted to withdraw them from the tyranny of the economic and from
the ideology of progress. The greatness of Baudelaire with respect to the invasion
of the commodity was that he responded to this invasion by transforming the
work of art into a commodity and a fetish. That is, he divided, within the work of
art itself, use-value from exchange value, the work’s traditional autherity from its
authenticity. Hence his implacable polemic against every utilitarian interpretation
of the artwork and the ferocious zeal with which he proclaimed that poetry has no
end except itself. Hence, too, his insistence on the intangible character of the
aesthetic experience and his theorization of the beautiful as an instantaneons and
impenetrable epiphany. The aura of frozen intangibility that from this moment
began to surround the work of art is the equivalent of the fetishistic chatacter that
the exchange value impresses on the commodity.”

But what gives his discovery a genuinely revolutionary character is that
Baudelaire did not himit himself o reproducing within the artwork the scission
between use-vaiue and exchange value, but also proposed 1o create a commodity
in which the form of value would be totally identified with the use-value: an ab-
solute commodity, so to speak, in which the process of fetishization would be
pushed to the point of annihilating the reality of the commodity itself as such. A
commixdity in which use-value and exchange value reciprocally cancel out each
other, whose value therefore consists in its uselessness and whose use in its in-
tangibility, is no longer a commaodity: the absolute commaedification of the work
of art is also the most radical abolition of the commmodity, Baudelaire understood
that if art wished to survive industrial civilization, the artist had to atiempt to
reproduce that destruction of use~value and traditional intelligibility that was at
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the origin of the experience of shock. In this way the artist would succeed in
making the work the vehicle of the unattainable and would restore in upattain-
ability itself a new value and a new authority. This meant, however, that art had
to hegin to give up the guarantees that derived from its insertion in a tradition, for
whose sake artists constructed the places and the objects in which the incessant
welding of past and present, old and new, was accomplished, in order to make of
its own self-negation its sole possibility of suivival! As Hegel had already under-
stood by defining the most advanced experiences of the Romantic poets as *“self-
annihilating nothingness,”” self-dissolution was the price that the work of art
must pay to modernity. For this reason Baudelaire scems to assign to the poet a
paradoxical task: ““he who cannot grasp the intangible,’” he writes in the essay on
Poe, “‘is not a poet,”” and he defines the experience of creation as a duel to the
death, ““where the artist cries ot in tervor before being overcome.™’

It is a stroke of luck that the founder of modern poetey should have been a
fetishist.” Without his passion for feminine clothing and hair, for jewels and cos-
metics (which he expresses without hesitation in the essay *‘Le peintre de la vie
moderne’” and to which he intended to devote a detailed catalogue, never com-
pleted, of human dress), Baucelatre could scarcely have emerged victorious from
his encounter with the commodity. Without the personal experience of the mirac-
ulous ability of the fetish object to make the absence present through ifs own ne-
gation, he would perhaps not have dared to assign to art the most ambitious task
that any human being has ever entrusted to one of his or her creations: the ap-
propriation of unreality.

Scholia
Correspondences and the commaodiry _

1. The entire sonnet **Correspondances’ can be read as a transcription of the
estrangement produced by impressions of the Universal Exposition. In the cited
articte, Baudelaire evokes, with regard to the impressions of the visitor before
the exotic commodity, **ces odeurs qui e sont plus celles du boudoir, ces fleurs
mystérienses dont la conleur profonde entre dans P'oeil despotiquement, pendant
qui lewr forme taguine le régard, ces fruits doni le godt trompe et déplace les
sens, ef revile au palais des idées qui apartiennent & I'odorat, tout ce monde
d’harmonies nouvelles enirera lentement en lui, fe pénétrera patiemument . . .
toute cette vitalité inconnue sera ajoutée i sa vitalité propre; quelques milliers
d’idées et de sensations enrichiront son dictionnaire de mortel”” (those srells that
are no longer those of the bedroom, those mysterious flowers whose deep color
imperiously enters the eye while its form teases the glance, those fruits whose
taste fools and displaces the sense, that whole world of new harmonies will
slowly enter him, will patienty penetrate him . . . all that unknown vitality will
be added to his own vitality; some thousands of ideas and sensations will enrich
the dictionary of his mortal existence). He speaks with disdain of the pedant that,
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faced with such a spectacle, is unable to *‘courir avec agilité sur 'immense cla-
vier des correspondances’ (run with agility over the immense keyboard of cor-
respondences).

In a certain sense, even the Garden of Delights of Hieronymus Bosch can be
seen as an image of the universe transfigured by the commodity. Like Grandville
four centuries later {and as, contemporary with Bosch, the authors of the innu-
merable books of emblems and of blesons domestigues {domestic escutcheons,
coats of arms) who, confronted with the first massive appearances of the com-
modity, represented objects by alienating them from their contexts], Bosch trans-
formed nature info “‘speciality,” and the mixture of organic and inorganic of his
creatures and fantastic architecture seems to anticipate the fderie of the commod-
ity in the Universal Exposition. From this point of view, the mystical Adamic the-
ories that according to the interpretation of W. Fraenger [Hicronymus Bosch: Das
fausendjéihrige Reich (Winkler-Verlag, 1947); trans. The Millennium of Hierony-
mus Bosch: Outlines of a New Interpretation (London: Faber and Faber, 1952)]
Bosch intended to express symbolically in his paintings, manifest, like a mystical
Land of Cockaygne, certain analogies with the erotico-industriat utopias of Fou-
riet. In Un auntre monde (Another world) Grandville left us some of the most ex-
traordinary ironic transcriptions (which is not to say that an ironic intention was
foreign to Bosch where Adamic doctrines were concerned) of the prophecies of
Fourier—for example, the northern lights and seven artificial moons as children
(tying around in the sky, nature transformed into the land of Cockaygne, and
winged human beings who adhere to the ‘buiterflying’” passion (see figures 6,
7, and 8).

Benjamin and the aura

2, Walter Benjamin, though he had perceived the phenomenon through which
the traditional value and authority of the work of art began to vaciilate, did not
realize that the ““decay of the aura’ —the phrase with which he synthesized this
process—in no way implied as a result ““the liberation of the object from its cul-
tural scabbard™ or its grounding, from that moment on, in political praxis, but
rather the reconstitution of a new “‘aura’” through which the object, re-creating
and exalting to the maximuam its authenticity on another plane, became charged
with a new value, perfecily analogous 1o the exchange value, whose object is
doubled by the commodity.

For once, Benjamin had not obtained the concept of “aura’ —one of his most
typical concepts—from mystical-esoteric texts alone, but also from a French
writer, Léon Daudet, unjustly forgotten today, whose unusual intelligence Ben-
jamin appreciated while of course distrusting his cloddish political ideas. Dau-
det’s book La melancholia {sic] (1928) contains a meditation on the aura (which
also appears with the name ambiance) that deserves more than a casual reap-
praisal. Specifically, Daudet’s definition of Baudelaire as a **poet of the aura™ is
almost certainly the source of one of the central motifs of Benjamin's great study
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on Baudelaire. Benjamin’s considerations on odors are anticipated by Daudet’s
intuition that *‘the olfactory is of our senses the closest to the aura and the best
suited 10 give us an idea or a representation. Olfactory hallucinations are the rar-
est and most profound of all.”” Moreover, the passage in the essay *“The Work of
Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” [see Benjamin, [Huminations,
trans. Harry Zohn (New York: Schocken Books, 1968), 217-51] where Benjamin
writes of old photographs as means to captire the aura, has a precedent in Pau-
det’s reflections on photography and the cinema as “transmitters of anra.”” It
should be recalled that the tdeas on the aura of the author-plysician Léon Daudet
have been noted with interest by the psychiatrist E. Minkowski, who cites them
tiberally in the chapter on the sense of smell in his Vers une cosmologie (Toward
a cosmology) (1936).

Buaudelaire the fetishist

3. A catalogue enumeration of the fetishist motifs in Baudelaire should in-
clude, in addition to his celebrated poem ““Les bijoux’” (Jewelry)-—*La trés-
chére était nue, e, connnissant mon coeur / elle n'avait gardé que ses bijoux
sonores” (The dearest one was naked, and aware of my desire she had kept only
her sonoreus jewels)—at feast the prose poem ““Un hémisphére dans une cheve-
lsre.”” whose concluding phrase contains more information on fetishism than an
entire peychological treatise: “Quand je mordille tes cheveux lastiques et '
sebelles, il me semble que je mange des souvenirs’ (When | graze on your flex-
ible, rebellious hair, it seems I am feeding on memories). In the essay on Con-
stantin Guys, which s the summa of Baudelaire’s poetics, the poet speaks of
maquillage (makeup) in these terms: “*La femme est bien dans son droit, et
méme ¢lle accomplit une espece de devoir en 8”appliquant & paraitre magique et
surnaturetfe; 1l fant qu'elte éonne, qu’elle charme; dole, elle doit sé dorer pour
étre adorée. Elle doit donc emprunter A tous les arts les moyens de s"élever au-
dessus de la nature, . . . Penumeration en serait innombrable; mais, pour nous
restreindre 4 ce que notre temps appelle valgairement maquillage, qui ne voit que
Fusasge de la poudre de riz, si niaisement anathématisé par les philosophes can-
dides, a pour but et pour résultat de faire disparaftre du teint toutés les taches que
la natore v a outrageusement semées, et de créer une unité abstraite dans Je grain
et la couleur de la peau, laquelle unité, comme celle produite par le maillot, rap-
proche immédiatement I'étre humaini de la statue, ¢’est dire dun étre devin et
supérieur’’ (The women is well within her rights, and indeed she folfills a kind of
duty, in her atfempt to appear magical and supernatural; she must astonish, she
must charm. An idol, she must adorn herself [literally, *“gild™] so that she will be
adored. She must then borrow from all the arts the means of raising herself above
nature. . . . An enumeration of the means would be innumerable; but, to restrict
ourselves to what our period commonly refers to as makeup, who cannot see that
the use of rice powder, so foolishly excotialed by candid philosophers, has as its
goal and result the disappearance from the hue of all the spots that nature has
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outrageously sown there, and the creation of an abstract unity in the texture and
color of the skin, which unity, like that produced by hosiery [more specifically:
the leotard, the dancer’s body stocking], immediately assimilates the human be-
ing to the statue, that is to say, to a divine and superior being).

Chapter 9
Beau Brummell; or, The Approprlatwn
of Unreality

In 1843 Grandville published Petites miséres de la vie humaine, based on a text
by his friend Forgues. In a series of genially perverse iflusirations, Grandville
gave us one of the first representations of a phenomenon that would become in-
creasingly familiar to the modern age: a bad conscience with respect to ohijects.
In a leaky faucet that cannot be turned off, in an umbrella that reverses itself, in
a boot that can be neither completely put on nor taken off and remains tena-
ciously stuck on the foot, in the sheets of paper scattered by a breath of wind, in
a coverlet that does not cover, in a pair of pants that tears, the prophetic glance of
Grandville discovers, beyond the simple fortuitous incident, the cipher of a hew
relation between humans and things. No one has shown better than he the human
discomfort before the disturbing metamorphoses of the most familiar objects (see
figure 9). Under his pen, objects lose their innocence and rebel with a kind of
deliberate perfidy. They attempt to evade their uses, they become animated with:
human feelings and intentions, they become discontented and lazy. The eye is not
surprised to discover them in lecherous attitudes.

Rilke, who had described the same phenomenon in the episode of the coverlet
from Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge, observed, with a revealing expression,
that the “‘relations of men and things have created confusion in the latter.”” The
bad human conscience with respect to commodified objects is expressed in the
mise-en-scéne of this phantasmagorical conspiracy. The degeneration implicit in
the transformation of the artisanal object into the mass-produced article is con-
stantly manifest to nrodern man in the loss of his own self-possession with re-
spect to things. The degradation of objects is matched by human clumsiness, that
is, the fear of thear possible revenge, to which end Grandville lends his pen.1
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It is perfectly understandable that the dandy, the man who is never ill at ease,
would be the ideal of a society that had begun to experience a bad conscience
with respect (o ()bjb(,t'; What compelled the noblest names of England, and the
regent himself, to hang on every word that fell from Beau Brummell’s lips was the
fact that he presented himsclf as the master of science that they could not do with-
out. To men who had lost their selt-possession, the dandy, who makes of ele-
gance and the superfluous his raison d’étre, teaches the possibility of a new
relation to things, which goes beyond both the enjoymént of their usé-value and
the accumulation of their exchange value. He is the redeemer of things, the one
who wipes out, with his elegance, their original sin: the commodity.”

Raudelaire, who was actually frightened by the animated objects of Grand-
ville and who thought of dandyism as a kind of religion, understood that in this
respect the poet (he who, according to Bavdelaire’s own words, should know
how to ‘‘manage the intangible’”) might have something to learn from the dundy.

'The Marxist analysis of the fetishistic character of the commaodity is founded
on the idea-that *“no ohject can be invested with value if it is not something use-
ful. If it is nseless, the labor that it contains has been nselessly spent and there-
fore creates no value.”” According to Marx, *‘production itself is directed in all
its development toward use-value, not toward exchange vatue, and it is therefore
only through the exceeding of the measure in which use-values are required for
consumption that they cease to be use-values and become means of exchange,
commoditics.” Coherently with these premises, the enjoyment of use-value is
opposed by Marx to the accumulation of the exchange value as something natural
to something aberrant, and it can be said that his whole critique of capitalism is
conducted on bebalf of the concmteness of the object of use against the abstrac-
tion of the exchange value.® Marx evokes with a certain nostalgia the case of
Robinson Crusoe and of the autarkic communities for whom exchange value is
unknown and in which the relations between producers and things are therefore
simple and transparent. ‘He thus writes in Capital that **capitalism is suppressed
from the outset if it is postulated that the enjoyment, and not the accumulation, of
goods is its motive force.”” Marx’s critique is limited in that be does not kiow to
separate himself from the utilitarian idcology, which decrees that the enjoyment
of use-value is the original and natural relation of man to objects; consequently
the possibility of a relation to things that goes beyond both 1hc enjoyment of use-
value and the accumulation of exchange value escapes him.’

Modern ethnography has discredited the Marxian prejudice that ““no object
can be invested with value if it is not something useful” and the idea serving as
its basis, according 1o which the wiilitarian principle is the psychological motive
of economic life. The study of archaic economies has demonstrated that human
activity is not reducible to production, conservation, and consumption, and that
archaic man seems in fact to have been dominated in all activity by what has been
defined, perhaps with some exaggeration, as a principle of unproductive loss and

expenditure.”
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Mauss’s studies on the potlatch and on ritwal prodigafity do not merely reveal
what Marx did not know —that the gift, and not exchange, is the original form of
exchange —but also reveal a whole series of behaviors (which range from the rit-
ual gift to the destruction of the most prectous goods), From the point of view of
econamic utilitarianism, these behaviors appear inexplicable, and on the basis of
them one might say that primitive man could attain the rank to. which he aspired
only through the destruction or negation of wealth. Archaic man gave gifts be-
cause he wished to lose, and his relation to objects was not governed by the prin-
ciple of usefuiness, but by that of sacrifice. On'the other hand, Mauss’s research
shows that, in primitive societies, the thing was never simply an object of use,
but was endowed with a power, a mana, equivalent to that of living beings, and
was profoundly implicated in the religions sphere. Where the object had been
withdrawn from its original sacred order, sacrifice and the gift always intervened
to restore it to that order. This requirement was so universally dominant ihat an
ethnographer has been able to affirm that, in primitive cultures, the gods existed
only to give structure to the human need for sacrifice and self-expropriation.

Baudelaire was perhaps alluding to behavior of this kind when he spoke of *‘a
kind of dandy encowntered by the travelers in the forests of North America,”
What is certain is that he hated ““repugnant usefulness’ too much to think that
the world of the commodity could be aholished by means of a simple retuin to
use-value. For Baudelaire, as for the dandy, the enjoyment of use is already an
aliepated relation to the object, scarcely different from commodification. The les-
son that Baudelaire bequeathed to modern poetry is that the only way to go be-
yond the commodity was to press its contradictions to the limit, to the point at
which the commodity as such would be abolished and the object would be re-
stored to its own truth. As sacrifice restores to the sacred sphere what servile vse
has degraded and profaned, so, through poetic transfiguration, the object is
pulled away both from the enjoyment of its use and from its value as accumula-
tion, and is Testored to its original status. For this reason Baudelaire saw a great
analogy between poetic activity and sacrifice, between *‘the man that sings’” and
“‘the man that sacrifices,’” and he pianned the composition of a “‘theory of sac-
rifice’” of which the notes in Fisées are but fragments. As it is only through de-
struction that sacrifice consecrates, so i is only through the estrangement that
makes it unattainable, and through the dissolution of traditional intelligibitity and
authority, that the falsehood of the commodity is changed into truth. This is the
sense of “‘art for art’s sake,”” which means not the enjevment of art for its own
sake, but the destruction of art worked by art.

The redemption that the dandy and the poet bring to things is their evocation
of the imponderable act in which the aesthetic epiphany is realized. The reproduc-
tion of the dissolution of the transmissibility of culture in the experience of the
shock thus becomes the last possible source of meaning and value for things
themselves. To the capitalist accumnlation of exchange value and to the enjoy-
ment of the use-value of Marxism and the theorists of Liberation, the dandy and
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maodern poetry oppose the possibility of a new relation to things: the appropria-
tion of unreality.

The condifion of success of this sacrificial task is that the artist should take to
its extreme consequences the principle of Joss and self-dispossession. Rimbaud’s
programmatic exclamation T is an other’ (je est un autre} must be taken fiter
ally: the redemption of objects is impossible except by virtue of becoming an
object, As the work of aré must destroy and alienate itself o become an absoiute
commaodity, so the dandy-artist must become a living corpse, constantly tending
toward an arher, a creature essentially nonhuman and antihuman ®

Balzae, in his Traité de la vie éléganie {Treatise of the elegant life), writes that
“‘making himself a dandy, man becomes a piece of boudoir furniture, an ex-
tremely ingenuous mannequin,”” Barbey d’Aurevilly made the same remark
about George Brummell: ““He elevated himself to the rank of object.”” And
Bandelaire compared dandyism (which for him was of a piece with the exercise
of writing poetry) to the **most severe monastic rule, the irresistible order of the
Old Man of the Mountain, who commanded his adepis to commit suicide.””

The creative activity and the creator cannot be spared the process of alien-
ation. tn modern poetry, the emergence into the foreground of the creative pro-
cess, and its establishment as an awtonomons value independent of the work
produced (Valéry: ““Why not conceive of the production of a work of art as a
work of art in itself?’’) is above all an attempt to reify the nonreifiable.” After
having transformed the work into a commaodity, the artist now pats on the inhu-
man mask of the commodity and abandons the tradifional image of the human;
‘What reactionary critics of modern art forget when they reproach it with dehu-
manizafion is that during the great periods of art, the artistic center of gravity has
never been in the human sphere.® What is new about modern poetry is that, con-
fronted with a world that glorifies man so much the more it reduces him to an
object, modern poetry unmasks the humanitarian ideology by making rigorously
its own the boutade that Balzac puts in George Brummell’s mouth: **Nothing less
resembles man than man.” Apollinaire perfectly formulated this proposition in
Les peintres cubistes, where he writes that ““above all, artists are men who wish
to become inhuman.”” Baudelaire’s antihurmanism, Rimbaud’s call “to make
ong’s soul monstrous,”” the marionette of Kleist, Lautréamont’s “*it is a man or a
stone or a tree,”” Mallarmé’s ‘T am truly decomposed,” the arabesque of Matisse
that confuses human figures and tapestries, *‘my ardor is rather of the order of the
dead and the unborn’ from Klee, *“the human doesn’t come into it of Gottfried
Benn, to the “‘nacreous snail’s trace’” of Bugenio Montale and ““the head of me-
dusa and the Robot™ of Paul Celan, all express the same need: there are still. fig-
vres beyond the hurman!

Whatever the name given to the object of its search, the quest of modern po-
etry points in the direction of that disturbing region where there are no longer
either men or gods, where there is but a presence, rising incomprehensibly over
itsetf like a primitive idol, at once sacred and miserable, enchanting and terrify-
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ing, a presence that possesses at once the fixed materiality of a dead body and the
phantomatic elusiveness of aliving one. Fetish or grail, site of an epiphany or a
disappearance, it reveals and once again dissolves itself in its own simulacrum of
words until the program of alienation and knowledge, of redempsion and dispos-
session, entrusted (o poetry over a century ago by its first lncid devotees, will be
accomplished.

Scholia

Grandvilliana; or, The world of Odradek

1. As usual, Poe was among the first to register this new relmzw; between man
and objects. In a tale, translated by Bandelaire, entitled ‘1 ange du bizarre’
(The angel of the bizarre) he makes an improbable creature of nightmare appear,
the ancestor of the Odradek bobbin of Kafka, whose body is constituted by uten-
sils joined together in a vaguely anthropomorphic manner (a small flask of wine,
two bottles, a funnel, a kind of tobacco case, two barrels) and which present"s
itself as ‘“the genius that presides over the annoyances and bizarre incidents of
humanity.” Becawse of having refused to believe in the existence of the creature,
ihe protagonist of the tale is led on by a series of insignificant incidents until he
nearly has one foot in the grave,

The discomfort of man with respect to the abjects that he himself has reduced
to ““appearances of things’" is translated, as it was already in the time of Bosch,
into the suspicion of a possible ‘*animation of the inorganic’ and into the placing
in doubt of the bond that unites each thing to its own form, each creature to its
famitiar enviromment. In these two stylistic procedures the prophetic excellence
of Grandville excels: they are confused and add up to a single disquieting effect
in the **animated flowers,”” in the military decorations transformed into marine
plants, in the personified musical instruments, in the “*heraldic animals,’” in the
eves removed from their sockets, and in the anguished chain reaction of meta-
morphoses that populate his “‘otherworld,”” '

Baudelaire, who was fascinated and fnghtened by the “11Eeg1tlmate Cross-
ings™" of Grandville and who saw in his designs *“nature transformed into apoc-
alypse,” spoke of him with a kind of reverent fear. *“There are superficial
persons,”” he writes in Quelques caricaiurisies francats (Some French caricatur-
ists). **whom Grandville amuses. As for myself, he terrifies me.”

At this moment was born, as a mass-consumption commodity, the genre of
“disturbing”” literature, which relies on the discomfort and unconfessed fears of
the reader. The theme of the portrait that comes to life, which Grandville had
anticipated in the Lowvre des marionettes (The puppet muscomy), is developed by
Gautier in a story that was (o be imitated in innumerable variations. Tt is therefore
not surprising that Offenbach should have chosen as the libretto of one of his
most fortunate operettas The Talés of Hoffmann, in which Olympia, the chilky
animated puppet of Hoffimann’s Sandmann, appears. Thus, in the “‘ironic utopia
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of a permanent domination of capital™ (which is Benjamin’s chiaracterization of
the operefta), is manifest the menacing presence of the animated object, destined
to bave a second existence in the age of advanced mechanical development.

Freud dedicated an ample study, which appeared in the fifth volume of Image
and whose conclusions are highly significant, precisely to the uncanny (Das
Unheimliche, of which he finds notable examples in two topics dear to Grand-
ville: the eye out of its socket and the animated puppet, discoveted in the novels
of Hoffmann). Freud saw in the uncamy (Unheimliche) the distanced familiar
(heimiiche): ““This uncanay is not in reality anything new or strange, but rather
something that has always been familiar to the psyche and that only the process of
distancing has rendered other.”” The refusal to acknowledge the degradation of
commaclified artifacts (faciicia) is expressed cryptographically in the mepacing
awra that surrounds the most familiar things, with which it ts not possible to feel
safe.

The liberty style, which transforms dead matter into an organic creature, lifts
this discomfort into a stylistic principle (*‘a washbasin of Pankok,™ a benevolent
critic of that new style wrote in 1905, ““with its cartilaginous and swollen mem-
bers, appears to us a living organism, When Hermann Obrist designs an easy
chair, the arms seem o be muscular limbs that seize and immobilize™™). A few
decades later, surrealism would make estrangement the fundamental character of
the work of art. Grandville was claimed by the surrealists as their precarsor; a

lithography of Max Ernst reads: **Un nouvean monde est né, que Grandville soit |

loué (A new world is made, may Grandville be praised).

Brimmelliona

2. One of the most celebrated remarks of Bean Brumimell (**Do you call this
thing a ceat?’”, also related in the variant *“What are these things on your feet?””)
is based on the asswnpiion of a radical difference between an item of clothing
and a “‘thing,”” thanks to which a useful item like a coat, apparently so ordinary,
is raised to an indescribable essence. :

Conternporaries could net be aware that the ultimate foundation on which the
Brummell phenomenon rested was the connnodification of the real. This is true
of even the most acute contemporaries, Tike Hazlitt, who was among the first to
examine the mechanism of Beau Brummell’s wit, which that critic defined as
“minimalism’: “‘He has arrived at the miniminn of wit, managing to take it,
with felicity or pain, to an almost invisible point. All of his bons mots are
founded on a single circumstance, the exaggeration of the purest frifles into
something important . | . their significance is so attenuated that ‘nothing lives’
beiween them and nonsense: they are suspended on the edge of the void and in
their shadowy composition they are very close to nothingness . . . His is truly the
art of extracting something from nothing.”” Brusmumell’s jacket is opposed to the
“thing’” as the commodity is to the useful object. What is more, suppressing any
ambiguous survival of use-value, the jacket overtakes the commodity itself and
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renders transparent, so to speak, its fetishistic character, abolishing it in a kind of
dialectical Aufhiebung (sublation). At the same time, with his exaggeration of the
irrelevant, the dandy reinvents a particular kind of use-value, which cannot be
grasped or defined in wtilitarian terms.

In a period that submitted hypocritically to the elephantiasis of ornament, the
absence of every kind of bad conscience with respect to objects explains the al-
most ascetical sobriety of Bean’s wardrobe and his foundation of the criterion of
elegance on elusive nuances, like the accidental folds of a cravat. The technigue
of tying a cravat—worthy of a Zen master—invented by Beau Brummnell was rig-

“orous in the elimination of any intentionality: it is felated that his valet Robinson

could be seen every evening eerging from the dressing room, his arms laden
with barely wrinkled neckwear. **They are our failures,”” he would explain, Beau
himself, whom some of the greatest poets of modernity have not disdained to
consider their teacher, can, from this point of view, claim as his own discovery
the introduction of chance into the artwork so widely practiced in contemporary
art (see figure 10).

In the abolition of any trace of subjectivity from his own person, no one has
ever reached the radicalism of Bean Brummell. With an asceficism that equals
the most mortifying mystical techniques, he constantly cancels from himself any
trace of personality. This is the extremely serious sense of a number of his wit-
ticisms, such as *‘Robinson, which of the lakes do I prefer?”” '

That something very significant for the spirit of the age was revealed in Beau
Brummell did not escape his more intelligent contemporaries. Byron once said
that he would have preferred to be Brummell than Napoleon (the spirit of the
world jn the boudoir set against the spirit of the world on horseback: it is no small
compliment). Bulwer-Lytton, in his novel Peelham; or, The Adventures of a Gen-
Hlzman (whose protagonist is a reincarnation of Beau) wrote about the *‘trifles™
of the dandy: ‘“‘Flowers may be woven not only in an idle garland, but, as in the
thyrsus of antiquity, also on a sacred instrument,” and “‘in the folds of a collar
there can be mote pathos than fools imagine.”’

Marx and use-valite

3. The position of Marx on this poini is not clear and was modified over time,
In the Manuscripts of 1844, he stifl seemed to consider use-vakue as something
nnnatural on a par with exchange value. “‘Private property,”” he writes, “*has

" made us so stupid and one-sided that an object is only ours when we have it—

when it exists for us as capital, or when it is directly possessed, eaten, drunk,
worn, inhabited, etc. —in short, when it is used by vs™ [The Economic and
Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 (New York: International Publishers, 1964),
139].

Natural and wnnatural needs
4. Tt is curious that N, O. Brown and the other theorists of “‘liberation,”” al-
though 1ecognizing that Marx neither explained what was meant by “‘excess of
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use-value’ nor wnderstood the sacred origin of money, should nevertheless ap-
peal to common sense in affirming the necessity of distinguishing between pat-
ural and unnatural needs, between the necessary and the superfluous. These the-
origts thus substitute for the bourgeois repression of the “‘natural’™ a moralistic
repression of the superfluous. What is most revolutionary in modern art with re-
gard to the theorists of liberation is the understanding, from the outset, that onky
by pushing to the extreme limits both *‘unnatural need’” and *‘perversion’” could
one rediscover oneself and overcome repression.

Baraille and unproductive expenditure
5. The most rigorous attempt to define this principle and found upon it a sci-
ence of cconomy is found in Bataille’s essay ““La notion de dépense’” (The notion
of expenditre) (La eritique soctale, n. 7, Jannary 1933), taken up and developed
later in La part maudite (1949) [The Accursed Share, trans. Robert Hurley (New
York: Zone Press, 1988)]. Mauss, whose magisteyial *"Essai sur le don’ (Essay
on the gift) (I'année sociologigue, 1923-24) was behind the idea of Bataille, did
_not simply oppose ritual prodigality and the potlatch to the utilitarian principle,
but, more wisely, demenstrated the inadeguacy of this opposition In accounting
for social behavior.

Genealogy of the antihero
6. Antihumanist traits are evident in an imaginary genealogical tree of the

characters (or, rather, the anticharacters) in which modern artists have repre-

sented themselves: Igitur—Doctor  Faustroll —Monsieur  Croche — Stephen
Dedalus—-Monsienr the Vivisectionist—Plume—Loplop, chief of birds—
Werfuronne-—Adrian Leverkubn.

Eclipse of the work ‘

7. Gottfried Benn rightly observes, in his essay on the *‘Problem of Lyricism’”
(1951}, that all modern poets, from Poe fo Mallarmé to Valéry and Pound, appear
to bring to the process of creation the same interest they bring to the work itseif.
An analogous preoccupation can be noted in one of the masters of the new Amer-

ican poetry, William Carlos Williams, His Paterson is, perhaps, with The Age of

Anxiery of Auden, the most successful attempt at the long poem in contemporary
poctry: ““The writing is nothing, the being / in a position to write . . . is nine
tenths / of the difficulty.” It is interesting to observe that the reification of the
creative process is born precisely from the refusal of reification implicit in every
work of art. Thus Dada, which secks constantly to deny the artistic object and to
abolish the very idea of the ““work,” finishes by paradoxically commodifving
spiritual activity itseif [see Tristan Tzara, **Essai sur fa situation de poésie’ (Es-
say on the situation of poetry), 1931]. The same can be said of the situationists
who, in the aitempt to abolish art by realizing it, finish rather by extending it to
all human existence, The origin of this phenomenon is probably to be found in
the theories of Schlegel and Solger on so-called Romantic irony, which was
founded precisely on the assnmption of the superiority of the artist {that is, on the
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creative process) with respect o the work and which led to a kind of constant
negative reference between expression and the vnexpressed, comparable to a
mental reserve.

Antilmanistic, rot antihuman

8. Ortega y Gassel, writing in La deshumanizacion del arte, was perfectly
conscious of this fact and it is curinus that hiz authority should have been invoked
to criticize the antihumanism of modern art. The polemic of modern art is not
directed against man, but against his ideological counterfeiting; it is not antihu-
man, but antihumanistic. Besides, as Edgar Wind acutely observed, art historians
are scarcely immune from the process of dehtimanization. The elaboration of the
formal method in the second half of the past century (which can be summarized
in Wilfflin’s famous remark that the essence of the Gothic style is as evident in a
pointed shoe as in a cathedral) is obvious proof.



Chapter 10
Mme Panckoucke; or, The Toy Fairy

The history of the semantic migration of the term ‘‘feish’” conceals some
instructive insights. What is inftially confined fo the otherness of a “‘savage’” cul-
tute as *‘something so absurd that if offers hardly any purchase to the discourse
that would combat it”” returns first, in the economic sphere, as an article of mass
consumption and subsequently as the choice of perverse desire in the intimacy of
sexual life. The proliferation of cases of fetishism at the end of the nineteenth
ceniury and the beginning of the fwentieth (cutters of braids, coprophiliacs, sniff-
ers of clothing, and fetishists of footwear, nightcaps, mourning crepe, lingerie,
spots on lingerie, furs, wigs, leather objects, rings, and finally words and sym-
bols) zoes hand in hand with the complete commaodification of objects and, after
the transtormation of things endowed with religious power into useful objects
and of usefu! objects into commodities, anmounces a new transformation of the
Jacticia produced by human labor.

The entrance of an object into the sphere of the fetish is always the sign of a
transgression of the rule that assigns an appropriate use to each thing. It is casy to
identify this transgression: for de Brosses, it concerned the transfer of a material
object into the impalpable sphere of the divine; for Marx, the violation of the
use-value; for Binet and Freud, the deviation of desire from its proper object,
The map of the migration of the concept of fetishism traces thus, in filigree, the
system of the rules that codify a type of repression that the theorists of liberation
have not yet consisdered: that which exercises itself on objects and fixes the norms
of their use. In our culture, even if not apparently sanctioned, this system of rules
is so rigid that, as ready-made products demenstrate, the simple transfer of one
object fo the sphere of another is sufficient 1o render it unrecognizable and dis-
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quicting. Bul objects exist that have always been destined 1o such a particalar
function that they can be said to be withdrawn from all rules of use. I am speak-
ing of toys. Ongce again, it was Baudelaire who noticed that an intelligent artist
might find in toys material for reflection. In **The Moral of the Toy,”” published
in the Monde littéraire of 17 April 1853, he recounts his visit, as a child, to the
house of a certaln Mme Panckoucke:

She took me by the band and, together, we traversed several rooms.
Then she opened the door of a room that offered me an extraordinary
spectacle, worthy of a fairy tale. The walls were no longer visible, so
covered they were with toys. The ceiling disappeared vnder an
efflorescence of toys that hung down like marvelous stalactites. The
floor scarcely yielded a small path on which fo walk . . . It is because
of this adventure that I cannot pause before a toy shop and scan the’
inextricable medley of the bizarre forms and disparate colors without
thinking of the woman, dressed in velvet and fur, who appeared to me
as the Toy Fairy.

The evocation of this infantile recollection offered Baudelaire the pretext for a
classification of the possible nses and abuses of toys, In children who transform
a chalr info a stagecoach, in those who meticulously order their toys, as in a mu-
seum, without touching them, but above all in those who, following “'a first
metaphysical teadency,” wish rather ““to see the soul’” and, to this end, turn the
toys in their hands, shake them, strike them against the wall, and finally eviscer- -
ate them and tear them to pieces (**but where is the soul?”"—and this is where
torpor and sadness set in), he saw the emblem of the relationship--of impene-
trable joy mixed with stupeficd frostration-—that is the basis of artistic creation as
of every relation between human and objects.

A text like Riike’s on dolls eloquently proves that chifdren maintain a fetish-
istic relation to their toys. Developing Bavdelaire’s observations on toys, Rilke
Justaposed dolls— *“soulless supports’” and “‘empty sacks’ —to handy and grate-
ful objects. Dolls :

fed on fictitions food, like ka; befouling themselves, like spoiled
children, with reality, every time that ene attempted to make them -
ingest it; impenetrable and, at the exireme stage of a precocious
plumpness, incapable of absorbing &t any point even a single drop of
water . . . It [the doll} makes us almost indignant at its tremendous and
crass forgetfulness; that hatred that, unconscious, has always constituted
a part of our relation to it, breaks forth, the doll lies before us
wnmasked like the horrible strange body on which we have dissipated
our purest warmth; like the drowned corpse painted on the surface that
allowed itself to be lifted up and borne along by the floods of our
tenderness, uatil we would dry up again, abandoning it in sorue hedge
.. . Are we not singular creatures, we who have allowed ourselves to
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be guided to place our first inchination where it remains deprived of
hope?

With respect to things, the doll is, on the one hand, infinitely lesser, becanse
it is distant and beyond our grasp (“*of you only, soul of the dofl, it could never
be said where you realty were’’}, but, perhaps precisely because of this, it is on
the other hand infinitely more, because it is the inexhaustible object of our desire
and our fantasies (*‘in it [the doll] we would mix, as in a test tebe, whatever
unknowable things happened to us, which we would see boil up and tarn colors
there’”). If one keeps in mind how much Rilke had written on the eclipse of au-
thentic **things’” and on the task falling to the poet to transfigure them into the
invisible, the doll, at once absent and present. appears then as the emblem —
suspended between this world and the other —of the object that Iras lost its weight
““in the hands of the merchant™ and has not yet transfornied itself in the hands of
the angel. From this derives its disturbing character, on which Rilke projects the
implacable memory of a terrible infantile {frustration. But from this also derives
the doll’s aptitude for providing us with information on the essence of the thing
that has become an object of desire, which Rilke, with his morbid sensitivity to
relationships with things, registered almost unawares.

If toys are not, as is apparent, simple and reassuring, then their situation in the
world of objects is also not as definite as it seems, Ariés, in a chapter of his
book L'enfant et la vie familiale sous U'Ancien Régime (Family life and the child
under the ancien tégime) informs us that the border between toys and objects for
adults has not always been as rigid as might be imagined. Until the eighteenth
century, adult Europe avidly sought out miniature objects: dotthonses, the jouets
dAllemagne (German playthings), and the perites besognes d’ftalie (little Tralian
necessities). As the name shows (bimbelot; from bimbe, baby), the bibelois that
burdened eighteenth-century interiors and that today populate petit-bourgeois de-
cors are but a residue of these toys for adults. If we atternpt to find out their or-
igin, toys send us still further back in time, to & moment when they cannot be
distinguished from other things. As Arids writes:

The historians of toys, the collectors of dolls and miniature objects,
always encounter great difficulties in distinguishing the doll-toys from
all the other images and statuettes that excavations restore in almost
industrial quantities. In the greater number of cases these had a religious
significance: domestic ritual, funerary ritual, ex voto, and so on.

Things that to us appear as (oys were originally objects of such seriousness that

they were placed in the tomb to accompany the deceased during the otherworldly

sojourn. The greater antiquity of tombs that contain miniature objects with re-
spect to those that contaim real objects shows that the presence of the former is by
1o means a consequence of substitution based on **economic” motives (see fig-
ures 11 and 12).
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1f the foregoing is true, then the treasure gearded in Mme Panckoucke's room
points 10 a more originary status of the thing, about which the dead, children, and
other fetishists can give us precious information, Winnicott’s research on the first
relations between the child and the external world have led to the identification of
& kind of object, by him defined as “transitional,”” that comprises the first things
{(pieces of bed linen, of cloth, or the like) that the child separates from external
reality and appropriates, and whose place is “‘in the zone of gxpertence which is
between the thumb and the teddy-bear, between oral eroticism and the real ob-
ject-refation,”” These objects, however, apparently properly belong neither to the
internal and subjective nor to the external and objective spheres, but to some-
thing that Winnicott defined as *‘the area of illusion,”” in whose ‘‘potential
space’’ they will subsequently be able to situate themselves both in play and in
cultural experience. The localization of culture and play is therefore neither
within nor outside of the individual, but in a ““third area,” distinct both **from
interior psychic reality and from the effective world in which the individual
lives.”” , )

The topology that is here expressed tentatively in the language of psychology
has always been known to children, fetishists, “*savages,” and poets. Tt is in this
““third area’” that a science of man truly freed of every eighteenth-century prej-
udice shoukd focus its study.” Things are not outside of s, in measurable external
space, like neutral objects (ob-Jecta) of use and exchange; rather, they open to us
the original place solely from which the experience of measurablé external space
becomes possible. They are therefore held and comprehended from the outset in
the topos entopos {(placeless place, no-place place) in which our experience of
being-in-the-world is situated. The question “*where is the thing?’” is inseparable
from the question “‘where is the human?™* Like the fetish, tike the toy, things are
not properly anywhere, because their place is found on this side of objecis and
beyond the human in a zone that is no longer objective or subjective, neither per-
sonal nor tmpersonal, neither material nor inwaterial, but where we find our-
selves suddenly facing these apparently so simiple unknowns: the human, the
thing.

Scholia
Where is the thing?

1. The Greek word ‘agalma, which designated statoes, expresses well this
original status of human faeticia (products, man-made ohjects). As Kerényi
writes (Agalma, eikon, cidolon in Archivie di filosofia, 1962), “'this term does
not indicate, for the Greeks, something solid and determinate, bue . . . the per
petual source of an event, in which the divinity takes part no less than man.”” The
etymological meaning of "agalma (from "agllomai) is “*joy, exultation.”” Willam-
owitz tells of archaic statues that bear the inscription Chares, 'eim, “agalma toi
Apollonas, which must be transiated ““1 am Chares, statue and joy of Apollo.””
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The genitive is here subjective and objective in exactly the same degree. In the
presence of these statutes it is wholly impossible to decide if we find ourselves
before “‘objects’™ or *‘subjects,”” because they gaze at us from a place that pre-
cedes and transcends our distinction subject/object. This is the more frue if we
take, rather than a Greek statue, any object whatsoever from a primitive culture:
such an ohject stands on this side not only of our distinction between subjective
and objective, but also of that berween higman and nonhuman, At the limit, how-
ever, the same is true of every himan creation, be it statue or poer. Only in this
perspective will futare anthropology be able to arrive at a definition of the status
of the coltural object and to localize in its fopos precisely the products of human
“making.”’
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Chapter 11
Narcissus and Pygmalion

Toward the end of the Roman de la Rose, Love’s army, in which the poem’s pro-
tagonist is enlisted, after fruitlessly attempting to reduce the castle in which the
fiower is guarded, calls the goddess Venus to its aid. The hastily expedited mes-
sengers reach her on Mount Cithaeron ag she lounges in the company of Adonis.
On her golden coach, drawn by doves and embellished with pearls, the goddess
swiftly reaches the battlefield and menacingly orders Shame and Fear, the de-
fenders of the keep, to surrender. At their refusal, Venus, whom the poet repre-
sents with charming realism as an angry woman who, in her fury, has drawn up
her dress above her ankles [*“1a sua roba ha soccorciata,” says the author of the
Ttalian imitation of the Koman known as the Fiore, rendering almost literally
Jean’s “‘lors s’est Venus haut secourciee’ (then Venus girded herself up high)l,
takes up her bow and prepares to shoot her incendiary shaft at the castle, At this
decisive point in his narrative, Jean de Meung begins a digression of more than
five hundred verses; the edition of the Reman attributed to Clément Marot intro-
duces this passage with the concise but eloquent rabric: *‘Ci commence la fiction
/ de Vymage Pigmalion’® (Here begins the tale / of the statue of Pygmalion). The
story of the sculptor in love with his statue derives, in its general outlines, from
Ovid’s Metamorphoses; but Jean gives it such a rich and peculiar treatment that
it 1 permissible to suppose that the digression is more than a rhetorical expedient
w increase, through delay, the tension in the reader before the happy conclusion
of the poem.

Above all Pygmalion’s falling in love is described so as to recalf at every step
of the way the fol amour (mad love) of the courtly love poets, which Jean even
recalls literally, as when the unhappy sculptor bewails his love for “‘une ymage

63
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sourde et mue / qui ne s¢ crole rig se mue”’ (a deat and dumb statue, / that neither
changes nor moves) and adds that she “‘ne ja de moi merci wavra™ (will never
have mercy [concede her favors] on me)." This is almost a stereotypical formula
of troubadour lyric; we need only think of “*Ja n’aura un jor / merei de moi”’ (She
will never one day have mercy on me) of Gaucelin Faidit or “‘celeis don fa pro
non awrai’’ (she from whom T will never gain advantage) of Bernart de Ventadorn 2
In the delicate verse of Ovid there is no trace of sadness, but the passion of Pygma-
lion is already heré nnmistakably that ambignons mixture of not disinterested hope
and grim desperation that the Stilnovists would call dottanza (anxious doubt):

Ainsine Pygmalion estrive

wan son estrif n’a pes ne trive

En un estat point ne demeure:

or aime, or het, or rit, or pleure

or est liez, or est a meosese,

or se tonrmente. or se rapese. (vv. 20901-20906)

[Thus Pygmalion struggles

and his strife ras no peace or fruce

He does not rest in one state:

now he loves, now hates, now laughs, now weeps,
now he is happy, now disturbed;

now he torments himself, now calms himseif, ]

In general the entire scene scems to place the emphasis og the morbid and per-
verse character of the love for the ymege (image or statue), which at one and the
same time resembles the sin of lust and a kind of religious cult. In his monologue,
Pygmalion compares himself to Narcissus in love with his own form (see figures 13
and 14), which was certainly even more foolish (see vv. 20843-20855), and he de-
scribes crudely the attempts and frustrations of a passion that is trop horrible:

car quant je me veull aesier

et d’acoler et de besier,

e truis m’amie autresine roide

comme est uns pex, et st tres froide

que, guant por lui besier i touche

toute me refredist 1a bouche. (vv. 20871-20876)

[because when T want to please myself
and embrace and kiss her,
1 find my friend stiff like
a stick, and so cold
that when 1 touch to kiss her
- 1T wheolly freeze my mouth. ]
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‘The description of putting clothing on the naked statye js dispatched in three
verses by Ovid, but Jean lingers over (his passage for more than seventy, thus
punctilionsly elaboraling & scene in which the lover tries different garments and
items of footwear on his pucelle (girl, virgin). If we did not know that (at least in
the case of the footwear) a reference to'troubadonr lyric is at stake,” we would be
surprised to find here such episodes of fetishism as would be characteristic of a
novel of Restif: R

Autre foiz li reprent corage
d’oster tout et de metre guindes
Jjaunes, vermeilles, verz et indes,
et fregoers gentez et grelles

de saie et d’or, 2 menuz pelles;

et desus la crespine estache,

une mout precieuse estache,

et par desus la crespinete

une courone d’or grellete

ou mout ot precieuses pierres . . .
Bt par grant antante i chauce

en chascun pié soler et chauce,
antailliez jolivetement,

4 deus doie du pavemant,

west pas de houseaus estrence
car el w’iert pas de Paris nee;

trop pas fust rude chaucemante

a pucele de tel jouvante. (vv. 20932-20968)

| Another time he desires

(o take all off her and fits her with bows
yeliow, red, green, and purple
and thin beautiful fillets

of silk and gold, with little pearts;
and under the crest he attaches

a very precious ribbon,

and above the crest

a crown of beaten gotd

with many precious stones . . |
And with great care he fits her

on both feet with hose and shoes
heantifully chased

two fingerbreadths from the floor;
he does not give her boots
because she isn’t Paris-born;
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such would be footwear too coarse
for a girl of such grace.]

A grotesque religious pathos charges the scene in which Pygmalion offers to }}is
image a gold ring and celebrates with her a wedding that is a parody of the Chris-
tian sacrament, with “‘love songs in place of the Mass’” and with the accompa-
miment of all the instriments of profane medieval music. Afterward, as appropriste
for a husband on his wedding night, he lays himself in bed with the new bride:

Puis 1a rambrace, si la couche

antre ses braz dedanz sa couche,

et la rebese et la racole,

mes ce nest pas de bone escole

quant 1§ persones s’ antrebesent

et li begier aus Il ne plesent. (vv. 21029-21032)

[Then he embraces her again, and takes
her between his arms and beds her,

and he kisses her again and hugs her;
but it’s not good form

when two people kiss each other

and the kisses don’t please both equally.]

We can confirm that this perverse and, at the same time, almost ceremonial char-
acter of Pygmalion’s love as described by Jean is not just an impression of the
modern reader by referring to the illustrations of the ancient manuscripts of the
poem. In, for example, Oxford, Ms. Douce 195, fol. 1507 (see figure 16}, or
Valencia, Ms. 387, fol. 146r, Pygmalion is represented both as the foolish lover
who caresses his naked statue Iasciviousty and lies down next to her, and as a
{uithful devotee kneeling in ecstatic adoration before the ymnage (in Douce 195,
fol. 149v: see figure 15), at times {as in Douce 364, fol. 153v) in an interior that
strongly resembles a church.”

T£ il is evident from what we have said thus far that the story of Pygmalion had
a special importance for Jean de Meung, this also results, were further proof
needed, from the fact that the story actually is not a digression, but serves 10
introduce and make more accessible the conclusive episode of the poem that im-
mediately follows it. We had left Venus as she prepared to fire her arrow. The
target at which the goddess aims is a kind of arrowslit {une archiere; una bale;-
triera in the already-cited Ttalian version of the Roman) located between two pl-
fasters that hold up

une ymage en len de chaase,

qui n'iert trop haute e trop basse,
trop grosse on trop grelle, non pas,
mes toute tailliee a conpas

NARCISSUS AND PYGMALION O 67

de braz, d’espaules et de mains,
qu'il n'i failloit ne plus ne mains, (vv, 20769-20774)

[a statug, in feu of prey,

neither too high nor too low,

neither too fat nor oo tn,

but sculpted all with such proportion
of arms, shoulders, and hands

that there was no need of more or less. ]

When the incendiary shaft penetrates the arrowslit and sets fire to the castle, it is
precisely this statue that unexpectedly reveals itself to be the object of the amo-
rous quest of the protagonist, who, while the defenders flee on all sides, directs
himself toward it in the guise of a pilgrim, with scrip and staff. The narrative that
foHows leaves little doubt about what is happening, however repugnant it seems
to us: the lover, after kneeling down, simulates a coupling with the statue, using
his staff in place of his virile member. :

Once again the ancient illustrators of the Roman represented the scene without
false modesty, The ymage (Valencia, Ms. 387, fols. 144r, 146v; see figures 17,
18 and 19) is the bust of & naked woman, the columns serving for legs, and the
archiere is placed exactly where the female sex ought to be; the lover, semi-
reclining between the ruins of the castle of Love next to the overthrown idol,
pushes his staff into the arrowslit (see also figures 20 and 21).

If we keep in mind that the poem begins at the fountain of Narcissus and that
the protagonist falls in love with an image reflected in this miredrs perillens (dan-
gerous mirror; see vv. 1569-1595), then love for the ymage will appear as the
proper ruling motif of the Reman. With a symmetry that for numerous reasons
appears caleulated,” the story of Pygmalion and his statue is paralleled by the
episode of the demeisiaus (pubescent male) in love with his image reflected in a
mirror. Inangurating a tradition that typically defines the medieval conception of
love,® the mirror is identified with the fountain of Love, such that the whole
poen appears from this viewpoint as an erotic itinerary that goes from the mirror
of Marcissus to the workshop of Pygmalion, from a reflected image to an artis-
tically constructed one, both ohjects of the same mad passion. But what meaning
can. we give to a love of this kind, and what does the vimage represent? And why,
in this poem whete according to the principles of allegory everything is animated
and personified, is the object of love represented by an inert image and not by a
fiesh-and-blood woman?

The topic of love for an image is not infrequent in medieval Romance litera-
ture. Remaining within the limits of Old French literature, we find it in one of the
most deficate works of thirteenth-century love poetry, the little poem that bears
the title *‘Lai de l'ombre™ (Lay of the reflection). The poet, Jean Renart, intro-
duces vs to a knight—a model of courtesy and prowess-—whom Love has
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pierced with its artow and rendered more besoited than Tristan was for Iscult.
After several episndes, the knight, who has been received in the castle where his
jady s, declares his Tove to her and ig rebuffed. During a long colloquy, which is
A Proper amorous debate (comtrasio), the knight, taking advantage of 2 momen-
tary distraction on the lady’s part, succeeds in placing aring on her finger, When,
later, she becomes aware of the ruse, she angrily sends for the knight and de-
mands that he take back the ting. Af this point the lover, as he takes back the ring,
performs an act of such extraordinary courtesy that the lady is persuaded to change
her mind and concede what she had so long refused. Tt is best to relate the scene
in the words of Jean Renart himéclf, for it is without a doubt one of the most
successful poetic passages in the poem and perhaps in all Old French literature:
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[Taking it back, be said: “*Many thanks;
Surely the gold has not tarnished,

i # returns from that lovely hand.””

She smiled, for she thought that

“he would replace the ring on his;

but instead he did a shrewd thing
that later brought him great joy,
He leaned over the pool,

which was but a span and a half
in depth, so he did not fail

to see in the clear water

Au reprendre dist: «Granz merciz!
Por ce w'est pas 1 or$ noirciz—

fet it—s"1f vient de cel biau doits.
Cele s’en sourist, gui couvidoit

qu’il le deiist remetre el suen;

mes il fist ainz un mout grant sen,
qu’a grant joie li torna puis.

1l s’est acoutez sor le puis,

qui n'estoit que 1oise et demie
parfonz, si meschoisi mie

en Paigue, qui ert bele et clere,
Pombre de la dame qui ere

la riens el mont que miex amot.
«Sachiez—fet il—tout a un mot,
que je o'en reparterai mie,

ainz 1’avera ma douce amie,

la riens que aim plus aprés vous.»
«Diex! —fet ele—ci w'a gue nous:
ou I'aviez vous si tost trovee?s
«Par mon chief, 108t vous ert moustree
la preus, la gentiz qui "avra.»

«On est?» «Bn non Dieu, vez le la,
vostre bel ombre qui I'atent.»
Panelet prent et vers §i tenf.
«Tenez—fet il-—ma douce amie;
puis que ma dame 0’en veuf mie,
vous le prendrez bien sans meslee.»
Taigue s’est un petit troublee

au cheoir que i aniaus fist,

et, quant 1i ombres se desfit:
«Veez—fet il-—dame, or I'a pris.» (vv. 871-901)

the reflection of that lady

whom he loved more than anything

in the world. ““Know then,”” he said,

“in a word, 1 will not take it back,

but my sweet friend will have it, whom

I tove best afler yourself,” ‘
“'God!”” she answered, “we are alone here,
where will you find her so quickly?”’

“1 swear it, soon you will be shown

the valorons and noble one who will have it.””
“Where is she?” “‘By God, see her there, look
at your beautiful reflection that awaifts.

For you,”” he said, *‘my sweet friend!

As my lady does not wish it,

You will take it—do not refuse.”’

The water was a bit troubled,

as the ring fell into it;

and, when the reflection was dissolved:
“‘Behold,”” he said, *‘lady, now she has it.”"}

It is not clear to us why this gesture of the knight should be an act of prowess

“and cowrtesy. so full of meaning (*‘un mout grant sen’”) that it succeeds where

other persvasion had failed, Mevertheless, we must assome that this was per-
fectly intelligible to Jean Renart’s reading public and that the courtship of a4 *‘re-
flection’” (how can we not think here of Pygmalion, who offers a ring to his
statue?) had a significance that in part escapes us.

If we leave Provencal poeiry to one side, where this topic appears most fre-
quently, often in extravagant guises (as in the legend of the domna sotsebunda,
the imaginary lady, assembled from parts of other women, that Bertran de Born
composed for himself when rebuffed by one of his ladies), we again come up
against the themne of the image in a canzone of Giacomo de Lentini, the leader of
that Sicilian school that is at the origin of Falian vernacular poetry. Here it is not
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a question of a statue or of an image reflected in the water, but ol a figure painted
in the lover’s own heart. This motif must have had sufficient importance for the
“Notaro’” (Noiary), as Dante would call him antonomastically in a famous pas-
sage of the Purgaiorio, because the “‘image in the heart”” became a common-
place among the Sicilian versifiers and was bequeathed by them to the lalian
courtly poets who succeeded. Let us listen to Gilacoma:

Com’om che pone mente
in altro exemplo pinge
la simile pintura,

cosi, bella, facc’eo,
che "afra lo core mee
porto la tua figura.

In cor par ¢h'eo vi porti
pinta como in parete,
e non pare & fore . . .

Avendo gran disio
dipinsi una pintura,
bella, voi simigliante,
e quando voi non vio,
guardo 'n quella figura,
e par ¢h’eo v'aggia avante . . .

[As a man who attends

to an exemplar paints

a similar picture,

s0, beauty, do 1,

for within my heart

1 bear your figure.

In my heart it seems I bear you

painted as if on a wall,

and such painting does not appear outside . . .
Having great desire

I painted a picture,

beauty, similar to you,

And when 1 do not see you,

[ gaze on that figore,

and 1 seem to have you before me . , . 7

In this example too, as in the two preceding, the topic of love appears strictly
and enigmatically linked to that of the image. Bot Giacomo furnishes us with
clues that permit us to guess in which direction we are to seek for the meaning of
this link. In a sonnet that begins **Or come pote si gran donna entrare’” (Now
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how can such a great lady enter) Giacomo asks himself rather seriously how it
can be possible that his lady, who is so large, has entered him through his eves,
“che si piccioli sono’ (which are so small), and answers saying that as light
passes through glass, so “‘no la persona, ma la sua figura' (not her person, but
her figure) penetrates his heart through his eyes. In another celebrated sonnet
written for a poetic dispute {ferzone) with Jacopo Mostacei and Pier della Vigna,
the Notary, after having retterated, according to the erofic physics current in his
day, that “‘the eyes first generate love,” adds that the eyes represent what they see
to the heart, :

e lo cor, che di zo & concepitore,
imagina, e li piace quel desio,

[and the heart, which of this conceives,
imagines, and that desire pleases it.]

These affirmations send us back to a theory of sensation that is well known to
medieval psychology and physiology, and which is, among other things, inciden-
tally expounded by Dante in the Comvivio {111.9) in not dissimilar terms when he
says that “‘queste cose visibili, sf le proprie come le comuni in quante sono vis-
ibili, vengono dentro a Pocchio—non dico le cose, ma fe forme loro—per la
mezzo diafano, non realmente ma intenzionalmente, sf quasi come in vetro tras-
parente”” (these visible things, both proper and common alike insofar as they are
visible, come inside the eye—I do not say the things themselves, but their
forms —through the diaphanous medium, not in reality but intentionatly, almost
as if through transparent glass).

According to this theory, and we restrict ourselves here to its most general
outlines, sensible objects impress their forms on the senses, and this sensible im-
pression, or image, or phantasm (as the medieval philosophers prefer, in the
wake of Aristotle) is then received by the phantasy, or imaginative virtue, which
conserves it even in the absence of the object that has produced it. The image
“painted as if on a wall’” in the heart, of which Giacomo speaks, is pechaps pre-
cisely this *‘phantasm,”” which, as we will see, accomplishes a very important
fimction in medieval psycholegy. From Giacomo we learn (if we did not know it
from other sources) that the phantasm, for reasons that thus far escape us, also
has a conspicuous role in the process of falling in love (“*and the heart, which of
this conceives, / imagines, and that desire pleases it’"). If this is true, perhaps we
now begin to grasp in some way why the homage to the image of the beloved in
the poemn of Renart was not only not such an extravagant gesture, but on the con-
trary a very concrete proof of love. From this viewpoint, it will perhaps become
more comprehensible why in the Roman de la Rose the protagonist falls in love
when looking at a reflected image in the fountain of Narcissus and why, at the
end of his long erotic meanderings, he finds himself once again, like Pygmalion,
in front of an ymage. But before hazarding hiypotheses that milght appear fanciful,
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it is necessary to reconstruct medieval phantasmology in all of jts complexity and
to seek, insofar as it is possible, to trace its genealogy and follow its develop-
ments. This is what we shall attempt to do in the following chapters.
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a youth), ““Pigmation. ens antaillelres”™ (Pygmalion, a sculptor)], but also because the episode of
Pygmalion, like that of Marcissus, follows the deseription of a fountain that ““makes the dead re-
vive,”” which is explicitly contrasted to that of Narcissus, ““that intoxicates the living with death.”
Thus the two episodes, at the beginning and end of the Roman, stond as two emblems, shmilar and
opposed, of fol amauer for-an image (see figure 22).

6. The identification of the “*dangerous mirrer™ of Narcissus with the fountain of Love appeara
to be an invention of Goillaume de Lorris, [t is clear, however, that it reflects a concept widely dis-
seminated in the poctry of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, which saw in Marcissus the emblem-
atic figure of love (keeping in mind that—as we will see shortly —the Middle Ages saw in Nareissus
not simply fove in itself, but abave all love for an image).

7. Poeti def dwecento, vol. 1, edited by G. Contini (Milano-Napelt, 1960), 55756,

Chapfer 12
Eros at the Mirror

Socrates: Memory unites with the senses, and the passions (pathémata) con-
nected with these write words in our souls, so to speak. When this passion
writes truly, then true opintons and discourse are produced in us; but when the
scribe within us writes what is false, the result is confrary to the truth.

Prorarcnus: Tt seems the same way to me, and I accept what you have said.

Socrares: Accept then also the presence within our souls of another artist af the
same time.

Promrcrus: Who?

Socrarss: A painter who, after the scribe, draws in the mind the images of things
said,

Prosarcups: But when and how?

Socrares: When a man, after having received from the sight or from some other
sense the objects of opinion and discourse, sees within himself in some way
the images of these objects, Is it not this way that it occurs?

That our quest for the phantasm should begin with this passage in Plato’s
Philebus (39a) will not appear too surprising to those who have a certain famil-
iarity with medieval culture and its disguiscs. Epochs gifted with strong imagi-
nation frequently need. to conceal their most original impulses and creative
obsessions behind forms and figures borrowed from other eras, and ages that lack
imagination are generally also those less disposed to compromise the affirmation
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of their own originality. Through a phenomenon that has been improperly but
suggestively defined as “*psendomorphosis,”! medieval Arabic civilization con-
ceived of itself as a kind of gloss or appendix to classical texts. From this point of
view, Aristotle is doubtless the most important of the medieval philosophers, At
first giance, Plato docs not appear to hold an equatly important place in medieval
thought, but the frequent assertion that the Middle Ages had but scant and in any
case secondhand knowledge of his works is certainly exaggerated. In the first
place, in the case of medieval culture it is meaningless to distinguish between
first- and secondband knowledge, given that it is a culture of ‘“pseudomorpho-
sis’” and commentary. Second, although the publication of the Plato latinies wn-
dertaken by Klibansky for the Warburg Institite shows that the Parmenides, the
Meno, the Phaedo, and the Timaeirs were surely available in Latin translation, it
would be impossible to furnish a complete list of works of writers in Latin-—
Eastern Fathers and above all Arabic and Neoplatonic philosophers —who trans-
mitted directly or indirectly the thought of Plato.? For the Middle Ages, the
works of an author do not occupy a well-defined place in time; rather, like
Proust’s characters in the Recherche, described as disproportionately prolonged
in their duration *‘in that they simulaneously touch, like giants wallowing in the
years, epochs so distant,”’ they coincide with their own wadition. Despite the of-
fense to our philological sensibilities, the consistency of these works cannot be
verified once and for all: as Proust says of human bodies, they are literally made
up of time. Thus, if i is true that the Middle Ages was dominated by a principle
of authority, this authority must be understood in a very special way, which has
nothing to do with the vicious circle of authority and citation (the authority is the
source of the citation but the citation is the source of authority), which renders
impossibie the birth of real authority in the modern world (or, more exactly, only
renders possible its ““authoritarian’’ counterfeit): for the Middle Ages there is
not, in fact, any possibility of citing a text in the modern sense of the word, be-
cause the work of the auctor also comprehends its own citation, such that it is
possible to say, despite the apparent paradox, that the medieval texts are con-
tained ag citations within the antigui auctores (ancient authors), which explains,
among other things, the medieval predilection for the gloss as a literary form.

The artist who, in Plato’s text, draws the images (efkonas) of things in the soul
is the phantasy; these pictures are in fact shortly thereafter defined as *‘phan-
tasms’” (phantasmata) (40a). The central theme of the Philebus is not, however,
knowledge, but pleasure, and, if Plato here evokes the problem of mesmory and
the phantasy, it is because he was anxious to show that desire and pleasure are
fmpossible without this “‘painting in the soul’” and that a purely corporeal plea-
sure does not exist. Thus, from the beginning of ous study, thanks to an intuition
that strikingly anticipales the Lacanian thesis according to which *‘le phantasme
{ait ke plaisir propre an désir” (the phantasm makes the pleasure suited to the
desire),” the phantasm places itself under the banner of desire —a detail we would
do well not to forget.
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In another dialogue (Theaeretus 191d-e), Plato explained the metaphor of the
“interior painting™ with another metaphor, whose legacy was to be so rich that
we can still discern its echo in the Freudian theory of the memory trace:

Suppose that there is in our soul an impressionable wax-tablet, in some
more impressionable, in others Jess, purer in some, more impure in
others, and in sorme harder and in some softer and in others yet a
middle way . . . It is a gift, let us say, of the mother of the Muses,
Mnemasyne: everything that we wish to conserve in our memories of
what we have seen or heard or conceived is impressed in this wax that
we present to sensations or conceptions. And of what is impressed we
conserve the memory and the knowledge so long as the image (fo
efdolon) lasts, What is erased or doés not succeed in impressing itself,
we forget and have no knowledge of. .

The story of classical psychology is, in good measure, the story of these two

- metaphors. We rediscover them both in Aristotle, but they are in a certain sense

taken literally and inserted in an erganic psychological theory in which the phan-
tasm has a very important function, over which the exegetical effort of the Mid-
dle Ages was to toil with particular vigor. In the De anima (424a) the process of
sensation is summned up as follows:

We must understand as true generally of every sense that sense is that
which is receptive of the form of sensible objects without the matter,
Just as the wax receives the impression of the signet ring without the
iron or the gold . . . so0 in every case sense is affected by that which
has colour, flavour, or sound.*

In the De memoria (4504) this impression is defined as a drawing (zoogra-
Phemay:

The passion produced by the sensation in the soul and in the part of the
body that has the sensation is something like a drawing . . . In fact the
movement that is produced makes a sort of impression of the thing
perceived, as do those who make a seal with a ring,

Thus Aristotle explained the mechanism of vision—arguing against those who
exphained it as a flux that goes from the ohject to the eye— as a passion impressed
by color on the eye, in whose agueous element the color reflects itself as in a
(nirror. '

The movement or the passion produced by the sensation is then transmitted to
the phantasy, which can produce the phantasm even in the absence of the thing
perceived (D¢ anima 428a). The exact part of the sonl where the phantastis are
propetly located is not easy to determine; Aristotle himself confessed that ‘it is
a problem without solution’ (pellen aporian: De anima 432b). Aristotle was,
however, certainly among the first to thearize explicitly the avtonomons activity
of this part of the soul: *“that through which is produced in us the phantasm”’



76 0 EROS AT THE MIRROR

(428a). After affirming that it is diverse from sensation (because the phantasms
are also produced in the absence of sensations, {or example, when our eyes are
closed) and that it is not possible to identify it with operations that are always
true, like science and intellection (because it can also be false), Aristotie con-
cluded (429a):

If therefore no other thing, except for the imagination, is in fact as we
have said, and possesses the characteristics we have listed, it would be a
movement produced by the completed sensation. And, as the sight is the
sense par excellence, the imagination {(phanfasia) has also taken its
name from light {(phaos), becanse without light nothing is seen. And
because of the fact that the phantasims persist and are similar to
sensations, animzls, in performing many actions, are governed by them:
some because they lack intellect, like the beasts; others because their
intellect is often obscured by passions, disease, or sleep, like men.

Closely linked to the phantasy is the memory, which Aristotle defined as “‘the
possession of a phantasm as icon of what it is a phantasm of™ (a definition that
permits the explanation of abnormal phenomena such as déji vu and paramne-
sia).? This nexus is so binding that there is no memory without a phantasm, even
of things that are objects of intellectual knowledge.

The function of the phantasm in the cognitive process is so fundamental that it
can in a certain sense be comsidered the necessary condition of intellection,
Aristotle went so far as to say that the inteltect is a kind of phantasy (phanrasia
fis) and several times repeais the principle that, in the scholastic formulation nikil
potest homo intelligere sine phantasmata (man can understand nothing withent
phantasms), will dominate the medieval theory of knowledge.®

But the function of the phantasm is not yet exhausted. It also has an essential
tole in the dreamn, which Aristotle defined precisely as phantasm tis, a kind of
phantasm that appears in sleep. In fact, according fo Aristotle, the movements
produced by sensation remain in the organs of sense not only during waking
hours, but also during sleep, just as a projectile continues to move after leaving
the instrument imparting its motion (De fsomnis 459a). The divination in
dreams so dear to anfiquity can be explained by the phantasms in dreams that
induce us to perform, when awake, the actions we dre unwittingly accustomed to
associate with those phantasms, or clse by means of the greater receptivity of the
phantasy, during sleep or ecstasy, to external movemenis and emanations (De
divinatione per somninm 463-464a),

We must here point out another aspect of the Aristotelian theory of the phan-
tasm: its function in fanguage. In the De anima (420b), Aristotle affirmed, in
regard to phonation, that not all sounds emitted by an animal are words, only
those accompavied by a phantasm {meta phantasias tinos)—because words are
sounds that signify. The semantic character of language is thus indissolubly as-
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. soctated fo the presence of a phantasm, We will see later the Importance this as-

soctation would acquire in medieval thought,
In the thought of Aristotle, the centrality of the phantasm in the psychic con-
stellation is such that it may be snmmarized graphically in the following scheme:

language
guage intellect

* memory, déja vu
paramnesia, ecstasy

dream and divination

We moderns, perhaps because of our habit of stressing the rational and ab-
stract aspect of the cognitive processes, have long ceased to be amazed by the
mysterions power of the interpal imagination, of this restless crowd of “‘metics™
{(as Freud would call them) that animates our dreams and dominales our waking
moments more than we are perhaps willing to admit. Thus is it not immediately
casy for us to understand the obsessive and almost reverential attention that me-
dieval psychology devoted to the phantasmological constellation of Aristotle.
Drramatized and enriched by borrowings from Stoicism and Neaplatonism, this
constellation occupied a central position in the spiritual firmament of the Middle
Ages. In this exegetical process, in which the Middle Ages concealed ohie of its
most original and creative traditions, the phantasm is polarized and becomes the
site of the soul’s most extreme experiences: the place where it may rise to the
dazzling limit of the divine or plunge into the vertiginous abyss of evil and per-
dition. This explains why no epoch has been, at the same time, both so idolatrous
and so ““idoloclastic’” as the Middle Ages, which saw in phantasms both the alta
fantasia (lofty phantasy) that Dante enlisted for his supreme vision and the cog-
itationes malae (evil thooghts) that torment the slothful soul in patristic writing
on the capital sins, both the spiritunl mediator between reason and sense that
raises man along the mystical Jacob’s ladder of Hugh of St. Victor and the “*vain
imaginations®” that seduce the soul into the error Saint Angustine recognized in
his own truancy among the Manicheans,

Tn our examination of medieval phantasmelogy we will hegin with Avicenna,
not because he was the first to give a clear formulation of it, but becanse his
meticutous ¢lassification of the ““internal sense’” had so profound an influence on
what has been called the **spiritnal revolution of the thirteenth century™” that it is
possible to detect its traces even as late as the period of Renaissance humanism.
In Avicenna, who, like Averrogs, was also—perhaps, above all—a physician (his
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Canon was used as the medical text in some European universities until at least
the seventesnth century),” the link between facudties of the soul and cerebral
anatomy, for which each faculty is localized in one of the three chambers or cav-
ities (which a medicat tradition elaborated fully in Galen identified as being in
the brain), appears abeady well established, Tn this connection it is useful to re-
member that although today we would be astonished to find strictly medical and
anatomical references in a philosophical treatise, so compact was thé intellectual
system of the Middle Ages that works appearing to us as philosophical or reli-
gious frequently had as their object specific questions of cerebral anatomy or
clinical pathology, and vice versa. In general it is simply impossible to distin-
guish the philosopher from the physician (as is the case with Avicenna and
Averrogs, but the same can be said of a good number of the authors who fill up
the volumes of Migne’s Patrologia). Such a mixtare of parely medical with what
we consider 1o be philosophical and literary fopics is also found among the poets,
whose works, as we will see, are often completely unintelligible without a good
understanding of the anatomy of the eye, heart, and brain, of circulatory models
and of medicval embryology, not only because the poets divectly referred to the
physiological doctrines of their day, but because this reference was often com-
plicated by an allegorical tendency that was exercised in a privileged way on the
apatomy and physiology of the human body.

Avicenna began by dividing the external sense {vis apprehendz a foris) from
the internal (vis apprehendi ab intus) and then articulated the internal sense into
five “*virtues™ or powers:

The first of the internal apprehensive powers is the phantasy or common
sense, which is a power placed in the first cavity of the brain that
receives in itself all the forms that are impressed on the five senses and
sransmitted to it, After this there is the fmagination, the force placed in
the extremity of the forward cavity of the brain, which holds what the
common sense receives from the senses and which remains in it even
after the removal of the sensible objects . . . [here Avicenna explains
that the imagination, unlike the phantasy, is not only receptive, but also
active, and that reteption is different from mere reception, as is seen in
water, which has the faculty of receiving images but not of retaining
them] . . . After this there is the power that is called imaginative with
respect to the vital soul and cogitarive with respect to the human soul; it
is placed in the medial cavity of the brain and composes according to its
will the forms that are in the imagination with other forms, Then there
is the estimative power, placed in the summit of the medial cavity of the
brain, which apprehends the insensible intentions that are found in
individual sensible objects, like the power that permits the lamb to
Jjudge that the wolf should be avoided . . . There is then the memorial
and reminiscent power, which is placed in the posterior cavity of the
brain and which retains what the estimative power apprehends from the
insensible intentions of individoal objects, The relation between this and
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the estimative virtue is analogous to that between the imagination and
the common sense. And the relation between it and the intentions i
analogous fo that between the imagination and the phantasms.8

Avicenna presented this quintuple gradation of the internal sense as a progres-
sive “*distobing” (dennudatioy of the phantasts from its material accidents. With
respect to the senses, which do not strip the sensible form completely (denuda-
tione perfecta), the imagination does disrobe the phantasm denudatione vera
without, however, depriving it of material accidents, because the phantasms of
the imagination are **according to a certain quantity and quality and according to
a certain place.” They are thus, we would say, individuated images and not ab-
stract concepts. At the vertex of the medial cavity of the brain, the estimative
power proceeds further in this “*disrobing™ of the phantasm, from which it ap-
prehends the insensible intentions, such as goedness or malice, suitability or in-
congruity. It is only when the process of the internal sense is completed that the
rational soul can be informed by the Comg]ctely denuded phantasm: in the act of
intellection, the form is nude and ““if it were not nude, nevertheless it would be-
come 50, because the contemplative virtue strips it such that no material affection
remains in if.”’

This psychological scheme, often simplified to a tripartite one corresponding
to the three chambers of the brain in the medical tradition, reappears constantly'
ameng medieval authors. Tn the Philosophia mundi (Philosophy of the universe)
of Witliam of Conches, one of the masters in the school of Chartres in the twelfth
century, the psychic process is expressed in the crude *‘temperamental’” terms of
humoral medicine:;

In the head there are three cells . . . the first is hot and dry, and is
called phantastic, that is, visual or imaginative, because it contains the
capacity of seeing and imagining, and it is dry and hot just so that it
can attract the forms and colors of things. The middle cell is calied
logistikon, that is, rational: therein, in fact, is the power of discernment,
‘What the phantastic power attracts passes into this one and here the soul
discerns. It is hot and damp, so that, in discerning better, it conforms
itself to the properties of things. The third cell is called memorial,
because in it is the capacity of retaining something in the memory.”

The course of medieval thought can be compared, and not only in this case,
with those musical compositions referred to as *‘variations on a theme.” It
works, in fact, on a given theme that reproduces and transposes through small
divergences that can, in some cases, succeed in transforming completely the ma-
terial from which it departs. While the Avicennian scheme is thus found, with
some variations, in Alhertus Magnus, Thomas Aquinas, and Jean de la Rochelle,
the tripartite scheme is found in works as diverse as the Anatomia of Richard the
Englishman, the Opus mains of Roger Bacon, the Documenti d’amore (Docu-
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ments of love) of Francesco of Barberino, and the Gloss ol Pino del Garho io
Gido Cavalcanti’s canzone Donna mi prege (A lady asks me).

Tt cannot therefore surptise if an analogons psychological *theme’” (here t0o
with some significant variation) appears in the work of the thinker who perhaps
smore than any other mediated the reading of Aristotle in the thirteenth century
and in whom Dante rightly saw the: commentator par excellence of the Aristote-
lian text: “‘Averroés, who made the great commentary.”” In his paraphrase of the
De sensu et sensibilibus (On the sense and sensibles), Averrods gave a compen-
dious account of the process that begins in sengation and ends in the imagination
in an exemplary synthesis of medieval psychophysiotogy. In this account, we im-
mediately find the answer to the question that Giacomo da Lentini formulated in
his sonnet “Or come pote sf gran donna entrare’”:

The opinion of those who say that the forms of sensible objects are
impressed on the soul with a corporal impression destroys itself . . .
also becmuse of the fact that the Jargest bodies are comprehended by
sight throngh the pupil, even though it is so small . . , because of this it
is said that these senses do not comprehend the intentions of sensible
objects unless abstracted from matter.'©

The eye here figures as a mirror in which the phantasms are reflected, *‘be-
canse water dominates in this instrument, which is pure and diaphanous, such
that in it ave inscribed the forms of sensible objects, as in a mirror.”” And as a
mirtor needs iflumination in order to reflect images, so the eye does not see if its
water (that is, the humor contained in the complex articulation of “*tunics’ that
compose it, according to medieval anatomy} is not illaminated through the air,
Averrogs contintied: '

Let us then say that the air mediating the light first receives the form of
things, then yields it to the external net {rete: web] of the eye and this
transmits it gradually to the lfast net, after which it is found in the
common sense. In the middle, the granular [grandinoso] net
comprehends the forms of things: it is like.a mirror whose nature is
intermediate between that of air and that of water. Because of this it
receives the forms from the air, since.it is similar to a mirror, and
ransmits them to the water, since its nature is common to both. The
water, which Aristotle says is found after the granulac humor, is what
Galen calls vitreous and is the extreme portion of the eye: through it,
the conmon sense sees the form. As soon as the comimon sense receives
the form, it transmits it to the imaginative virtue, which receives it in a
more spirieual way; this form thus belongs to the third order. The forms
have in fact three orders: the first is corporeal, the second is in the
common sense and is spiritual, the third is found in the imagination and
is more spiritual. And as it is more spiritual than in the commeon sense,
the imagination has no need of the presence of the external thing to
render it present. Conversely, in the sense the imagination does not see

EROS ATTHE MIRROR 0 §1

that form and does not abstract its intention except after attentive and
protracted intuition. The orders of this form in these powers are

* therefore, according to Aristotle, as if a man took a mirror that had two
facets and, looking in one of them, placed the other in the direction of -
the water. If now someone were to look in the second facet of the
mirror, that ks, in the one turned toward the water, he wounld see that
same form described by the water of the mirror. The form of he who
looks is the sensible thing, the mirror is the mediating air, and the water
is the eye; the second facet of the mirror is the sensitive ;;owcr and the
man that comprehends it is the imaginative power. If therefore he who
looks were then to look in this second mirror, the form would disappear
from the mirror and from the water and he who looks in the second
facet of the mirror imagining the form would remain. And thus it
happens to the imaginative power with the form that is in the common
sense. When the sensible object disappears, its form alse disappears
from the common sense and the imagination remains in the act of
imagining it; that is explained by the fact that the common sense sees
the form through the eye, the eye through the air, and sees it in the
aqueous kumor that is in the eye . . .M

If we have lingered aver this passage of Averroés, it is because the whole cog-
nitive process is here conceived as speculation in the strict sense, a reflection of
phantasms from mirror to mirror. The eyes and the sense are both mirror and wa-
ter that reflect the form of the object, but phantasy is also speculation, which
“imagines” the phantasms in the ahsence of the object. To know is to bend over
a mirror where the workd is reflected, to descry images reflected [rom sphere to
sphere: the medieval man was always before a mivror, both when he looked
around himself and when he surrendered himself to his own imagination. But
loving is also necessarily a speculation, not so much because, as poets repeat,
“*gli occhi in prima generan 'amore’” (the eyes first generate love), or because
love, as Cavalcant puts it in his canzone, “*vien da vedota forma che 8’ intende™
{comes from a seen form that is understond) (that is, from a form that, according
to the process we have illustrated, penetrates through the external and internal
senses until it becomes a phantasm or ““intention” in the phantastic and memorial
cells), but because medieval psychology —with an insight that yielded one of its
most fertile legacies for Western culiure—conceived of love as an essentially
phantasmatic process, invelving both imagination and memory in an assiduous,
tormented circling around an image painted or reflected in the deepest self.'?
Andreas Cappellanus, whose De amore (On love) is considered the exemplary the-
orization of the new conception of love, defined it as the immoderata cogitatio
{immoderate contemplation) of an intérnal phantasm and added that “‘ex sola
cogitatione, quam ¢oncipit animug ex eo, quod vidit, passio illa procedit™ (th:ES .
passion derives only from the contemplation that the mind conceives from what it
saw).!? The medieval discovery, so often (and not always cogently) discussed,
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was of the unreality of love, of its phantasmatic character. The novelty of the
medieval conceplion of eros consists in thiis discovery, which pushes to the ex-
treme consequences that link of desire and the phantasy that antiquity had merely
foreshadowed in Plato’s Philebus, and not, certainly, in any supposed absence of
erotic spiritnality in the classical world.

In all of the classical world there is nothing similar to the conception of love as
a phantasmatic process, even though certain “‘high’’ theorizations of love, which
have at every period found their original paradigm in Plato, are not lacking. The
only examples of a “‘phantasmatic”’ conception of love are found in the late Neo-
platonists and in the physicians (in a verifiable way only after the eighth century),
but both cases concern ““low”” concepts of love, understood at times as demoniac
influence, at others as nothing short of mental illoess. Only in medieval culture
does the phantasm emerge in the foreground as origin and objeet of love, and the
proper sttuation of eros is displaced from the sense of sight to the phantasy.

It should therefore cavse no surprise if, for the Middle Ages, the site of love is
a fountain or a mirror; or if, in the Roman de la Rose, the god of love dwells near
a fountain that is none other than the miroérs perillens of Narcissus. We are so
accustomed to the interpretation of the myth given by modern psychology, which
defines narcissism as the enclosure and withdrawal in the self of libido, that we
fail to remember that Narcissus was, after all, not directly in love with himsetf,
but with his own image reflected in the water, which he mistook for a real crea-
ture. Unlike our own era (and it could not be otherwise, if we consider the
importance of the phantasm in medieval psychology), the Middle Ages did not
identify love of self—filautia (self-love) is not for the medieval mentality neces-
sarily reproachable.-but rather love for an image, an innamararsi per ombra
{falling in love by means of shadows) as the salient feature in the unhappy affair
of Narcissus. " This is the reason why the fable of Narcissus has had such a per-
sistent prominence in the formation of the medieval idea of love, so much so that
the miroérs perillens has become one of the indispensable accessories of the am-

orous ritual and the image of the youth at the fountain one of the preferred topies

of medieval erotic iconography, As allegories of love, both the story of Narcissus
and that of Pygmalion allude in an exemplary way to the phantasmatic character
of a process essentially directed to the obsessive desire for an image, according to
a psychological scheme for which every genuine act of falling in fove is always a
““love by means of shadows™ or “‘through a figure,”” every profound erotic in-
tention always turned jdobatrously to an ymage.'”

From this perspective nothing prevents us from considering the scene in which
the protagonist of the Roman de la Rose experiences the first effects of love at the
fountain of Eros-Narcissus, a faiely faithfol allegory of the phantagmatic psycho-
physiology described by Averroés in the passage we have just examined: *‘aqua
est oculus™ (the eye is water), as Averrogs said, and this explains why only when
“‘the sun, which sees all, / casts its rays in the fountain / and the light goes to the
bottom / then more than a hundred colors appear / in the crystal.” The double
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crystal that reflects now one, now the other half of the garden, never both at
once, is that of the sensitive and imaginative powers, This is understood suffi-
ciently clearly if one remembers that, as Averroés showed with the image of the
two facets of the mirror that cannot be looked at simultaneously, it is possible to
contemplale the phantasm in the imagination (cogitare) or the form of the object
in the sense, but not both at the same time,*® :

The fountain of Love, which *“intoxicates the living with death,” and the mir-
tor of Narcissus both allude therefore to the jmagination, where the phantasm
that is the real object of love resides. Narcissus, who falls in love with an image, -
is the exemplary paradigm of the fin'amors and, at the same time, with a polarity
that characterizes the psychological wisdom of the Middle Ages, of the fol amowur
that shatters the phantasmatic circle in the attempt to appropriate the image as if
it were a real créature (see figure 22),

Althgzlgh much remains to be clarified, we can now maintain that both the
appearance of the topic of the ymage in the love poetry and the meeting of Eros
and Narcissus at the fountain of Love are sufficiently motivated. To have made
Hros himsel gravitate within the constellation of the phantasm, 1o have led him
to mirror himself in the mireérs perillens of the imagination, ts the great inno-
vation of late medieval psychology and perhaps the most original contribution
that it brings, almost casually, to Aristotelian phantasmology.

Before leaving Averrogs, we must pause to examine an aspect of his thought that
has a central importance for understanding the polemics between Averroists and
anti-Averroists in the philosophy of the thirteenth cenney, that is, the docteine
that sees in the phantasm the point of union, the “‘copula,” bétween the individ-
ual and the unique possible intellect,

"This is.not the place to reconstruct the famous dispute over the umity or mal-
tiplicity of the possible intellect that arose from an obscure passage of Aristotle’s
De anima and profoundly divided the intellectual life of the thirteenth century. It
will suffice here to recall that Averro¥is, acting as mouthpiece For a profound con-
ception (foreign to us today, but certainly among the highest expressions of me-
dieval thought) that saw the intelligence as something unique and supraindividual —
within which individual persons are simply, to use Proust’s beautiful image, co-
locataires (co-tenants, co-inhabitants), each one linited to furnishing its distinet
point of view to the intelligence —held that the possible intellect is unique and
separate: incorruptible and eternal, it is nevertheless joined (copulatury to indi-
viduals, so that each of them may concretely exercise the act of 1ntellcnt10n
through the phantasms that are located j in the internal sense. 17

Only the misconception of the role of the phantasm in the Stilnovist Iyric can
explain how the sitnation of the phantasm in the thought of Averroés should not
even have been faken into consideration in the studies on the Averroism of |
Cavalcanti.'® Instead, it is precisely the coprlatio (joining) of the phantasm and
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the possible intellact that offered Saint Thomas the principal target for his anti-
Averroist polemic. He objected that if one makes of the possible mieliect some-
thing unique and sepatate, it is then impossible to sustain that cach person can

" concretely understand by means of the continuity of the possible intellect with the
phantasms

unless perhaps it be said that the possible intellect is in contact with
phantasms as a mirror is in contact with the man whose appearance is
reflected in the mirror. But such a contact clearly does not suffice for
the contact of the act, For it is clear that the action of the mirror, which
is to represent, cannot on this account be attributed to the man. Whence
neither can the action of the possible intellect be atfributed, on account
of the above-mentioned joining, to this man who is Socrates, in such a
way that this man would understand. . . . For it is clear that through the
intelligible species something is understood, but through the intellective
power he undesstands something; just as also through the sensible
species something is sensed, but through the sensitive power he senses
something, This is why a wall in which there is color whose sensible
speciestin-act is in sight, is scen and does not see; but an animal having
the power of sight in which there is such a species. does see. Now the
aforesaid union of the possible intellect with man, in whom there are
phantasms whose species are in the possibie intellect, is like the union
of the wall in which there is color with the sight in which is the species
of its color. Therefore, just as the wall does not see, but its color is
seen: so it would follow that man would not understand but that his
phantasms would be understood by the possible inteliect. It is therefore
impossible, if one follows Averro#s’s position, to account for the fact that
this man understands.!?

What Saint Thomas—who here made himsell the spokesman of maodern
subjectivism — did not secim to understand was that for an Arabic author an image
might just as well be the point where who sees is united to what is seen. If, for
medieval optics, the mirror was the place par excellence where the eye sces
itself - oculus videt se ipsum—and the same person is, at once, seer and thing
seen,™ then the union with one's own image in 2 perfectly clear mirror often
symbolized, according to a mystical tradition that profoundly influenced Arabic
ambors but which was also thoroughly familiar to the medieval Chiistian tradi-
tion, the union with the suprasensible.®! We will see further, in the next chapter,
that there ave good, so to speak “*scientific,”” reasons that make the phantasm
particularty suifable 1o this mediating function. The image reflected in the
miroérs perilleus of the phantasy, which we have seen fulfill such an important
role in the mechanism of falling in love, thus acquires an unexpected dimension,
Situated at the vertex of the individual sout, at the limit between individoal and
umiversal, corpareal and incorporeal, it appears as the sole exhausted spot of agh
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that the combustion of the individuat existence leaves on the impassable and in-
vulnerable threshold of the Separate and Fternal,

In the phantasmatic psyehology that we have attempted o reconstract in this
chapter, there is nevertheless a point that seems not to agree with the *‘image in
the heart” of love poetry. According to the texts we have cited, the proper place
of the image is not, in fact, the heart, but one of the chambers of the brain. This
divergence may leave us perplexed, if one considers that the theoretical tradition
50 characteristic of medieval fove poctry would not have easily tolerated such a
conspicuous inexactitude, A more attentive reading of the texts, however, te-
solves the problem without any shadow of doubt. According to medieval physi-
ology, the seat of life is in the heart, and it is from the heart that the soul animates
the whole animal. The heart is also, for that very reasor, the principle and origin
of those powers whose action finds their instruments elsewhere, like the nutritive
power, which acts in the liver, and the imagiimﬁve and memorial powers, which
act in the brain. Avicenna thos explained that although the vital principle is in the
heart, it is in the brain that is perfected the temper of the spirit that carries the
sensitive power in the body.” The Colliget of Averrogs fully articulates this doc-
trine, placing it under the authority of Aristotle:

1t shouid not be forgotten that, although the chambers of the brain are
the place where the operations of these powers are performed,
nevertheless their roots are in the beart . . . This is explained by
considering that these powers do not act except with the internal heat,
and the internal heat does not reach them unless it be with the measured
heat, and since the dative and mensural power is necessarily in the
heart, the root of these powers is therefore in the heart, In the same
way, since the operation of the phantasy occurs through the sign of the
sensible objects that remains in the common sense, as is explained in
the book on the soul, where one reads also that the place and the root of
the common sense are in the heart, it follows that the place of the
imaginative virtue is necessarily in the heart.”

The poetic theory of the image in the heart is not therefore an arbitrary inven-
fion of lovers, but is founded on a solid medical tradition; it should not come as
a susprise if Dante, always so attentive to the doctrinal rigor of his own poetry,
should several times make reference to it.2* The mechanism through which a
“power™ can have its place and root in one part of the body and vet exercise its
proper functions elsewhere is not, however, immediately obvious. Both Avicenna
and Averrods referred to this phenomenon, the first speaking of a *“spirit™” that is
perfected in the brain, and the second of an ““internal heat®’ that originaies in the
heart. We have also seen Averroés underline the ““spiritual’” nature of the imag-
mative phantasm. As for the poets, they spoke often of “*suhtle,” “animal,”” and
“noble” spirits as if of perfectly familiar realities and appear to refer on other
occasions to a spirit that enters and exits through the eyes. They thus altude to a
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pneumatic docmm that we have so far omitted from consideration but which we
must now face if we wish to reconstitute medieval phantasmology in its entirety.
Our study, far from nearing its conclusion, is still only beginning,

Motes

1. The concept of pseudoniorphesis wos formulared by Spengler to explain what he called “‘Ma-
gian culture’™: By (he termt ‘pseudomorphosis” T propese to designate those cases in which an older
alien Culture lies so massively over the land that a young Culture, born in this land, eannot get its
breath and fails not only to achieve pure and specific expression-forms, but even to develop fuily 1y
own self-conacinusness. All that wells up from the depths of the young soul is cast in the of d moulds™
tOswald Spengler, The Decling of the West, trans. Charles Atkinson (New York: Altred Knopf, 1926),
2:1891.

2. Thus the commentary of Chaleiding (o the Timaens transmitied to the Middie Ages vamen o
other aspects of the thought of Plato; for example, the demenelogy of the Epfromis, whose wide
dissemination in the Middle Ages would not be otherwise explicable.

3. Lacan’s assertion can be found in, among other piaces, “Kant avec Sade,” in Ecrits (Paris,
1966y, 773. A

4. From Aristotle in Feenry-Thiee Vehones, tans. W, 5. Hett, vel. § (Cambridge: Harvard Uni-
versity Press, 1975), 137,

5. According fo Aristotle (De memoria ef reminiscentia, 451a), défi va is produced if, when a
phantasm of sensation is being congidered as a reality and not as the jeon of something, one suddenly
turns (0 considering it as the icon of something else. The phenomenon of parnmnesia that is imme-
diately thereafter attributed in the fext to Antipherontes of Orea &nd to other Heostatics™ (the op-
posite also ocears, as it did o Antipherontes of Orea and other ecstatics: they spoke of phantasms as
if of the real, and, af the same time, as if they were remembering. This comes abont when one takes
as an jcon something that 18 not™) seems to refer to an eestatic-rnemonie techmique that enacts an
intentional exchange between reality and recollection.

&, “Since it seems no object can exist separated from sensible ize, it s in sensihte forms that
the intelligibles exist . . . One who had no sensation whatsoever would neither understand nor learn
anything; and when man Lomcmp! ites, of necessity he contemplates at the same time some phan.
tasm’” (De animn. 432a).

7. It is significant that Daste (faferno 1V.143-144) showld name Avicenna and Averrogs next to
Hippocrates and Galen.

3. The Avicenna that here ipterests us is the Avicenna Irmnm that is, what cultured men of the

thirteenth century in the West could read. The edition consulted is Avicemnae arabmm medicorim
principis opera ex Gerardi cremonensis yersione (Fhe works of Avicenna, the first among Areb phy-
sicians, from the version of Gerard of Cremona), Venetiis, 1545, For the De anfma, the text of the
critical edition of van Riet (Leuven-Leiden, 1972) bag also been consulted,

The identification of the tmaginative facuity, distinct from the passive phantasy (which 15 the not-
so-remate origin of Caleridge’s distinction between frcy and imagination), is a constant feature of
medicval psychology. It permtits us to explain, among other things, certain agpects of love sez vezer
(without seeing), like the demma soischunda, the woman made of pieces ‘‘borrowed"” from other
womet, of the troubadenr Bertran de Born.

In the vocabulary of medicval psychelogy, *“intention”” is *“that which the soul apprehends from
a sensihic object and that has nol already heer apprehended from the external sense’ (Avicenna). It
“is not part of the ihing, ke the form, but rather it s the form of the knowledge of the thing™
{Albertus Magrnns).

9. The Philosaphic nmadi was published in the Patrelogia latina (172, 39-102) as the work of
Homoriug of Autun,

10. Aleady in the hook D ncrkis {Cn the eye) aftributed to Galen the same problem was used 1
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explain that vision is not an emanation from the thing to the eye: “‘If therefore something is directed
from the thing seen to the eye . . . in what way can it eater that narrow aperture?”” (Galen, De oculis
liber, chap. 6, n Operum Hippocratis Coi et Galeni pergameni medicorum ommium prmr i,
Lutetiag, 1679, vol. 10}.

11. This passage is contained in Averrogs’s paraphrase of the Aristotelian De sensu et sensibili-
bies, tr Avistotelis stagivitee omda guae extant operd ciom Averrols cordubensis .. commentariis
(Venetiis, 1552, vol. 6), ‘

12, The assoctation of tove and vision was already in Plato’s Phacdrus (255¢-d), in which love is
compared o a “disease of the eyes' (ophhalmia), and it had led Plotnus to hazard a curious ety-
mology: “Brog, whose name comes from the fact that he for ] owes his [or s existence o vision
(ovesis).”” From this peint of view, the passage from the ¢ al conception of lave to the medieval
can he handily characterized 23 the passage from a “disease of the sight™ te a “*disease of the imag-
ination””; *“maladie de pﬁnﬂée” (disease of thought} is the definition of love in the Reman de la Rose,
v. 4348,

13, Andreas C'lp]scllcmus De amore, edited by 8. Battaghia (Rome, 1947), chap, 1, “‘For when
someone, 't continges the cited passage, *'sees somenne suitable for fove and Tormed according to his
liking, immediately his heart beging to desire her. Thereafter, as many times as he thinks of her, 5o
masch the more does he burn with love, through which he comes to a fuller contemplation. Finally he
begins to contemplate the woman’s shapeliness and to distinguish her limbs and to imagine her ges-
tures and to pry into the secret parts of her body . . . ™7

Drante, in the canzone ““Amor, da che convien pur ch’io me doglin™ (Love, since after all T am
required to lament), describes in minute detail the phantasmatic process of this cogitatio immoderata;
“To nom posso fuggir, ch’ella non vegna / ne Pimagiee mia, / se non come il penser che [a vi mena,
/ L'animo folle, ch’al suo mal 8'ingegna, / com’elia & belta ¢ ria / cosi dipinge, ¢ forma la sua pena:
/ poi la riguarda, e guande ella & ben piena / del gran disio che de li occhi le tiea, / incontro a sé
s'adira, / ¢'ha fatto il foco ond’ella trista incende™ (vv. 16-23) '] cannot go without her following /
Into my fantasy, / Together with the thought that leads her there. /The foolish soul that to its hurt doth
cling, / Forgeth its misery / Paiating her as she is, goilty and fair; / Then gazeth 411 i can no longer
bear / The fond desire it draweth through the eyes, / And into fury flies / For kindling fire wherein it
sadly burns™; from Dante Alighieri= The Minor Poems of Dante, trans. Lorna De’Lucchi (Oxford:
Creford University Press, 1926), 163].

L4. See Chinrc Davanzati: ““Come Narcissi in sua spesa mirando / 8’inamoran per ombra 2 la
fontana . . .7 (As Narcissus gazing in his mirror / felf in love through an image, at the pool), in Poeti
del duccenta, vol. 1, 425, That this interpretation of the myth of Marcissus is a medieval discovery, to
be understood in elose connection with the poetic theory of the phantasmatic character of the erotic
process, is evident if the medieval versions are corspared to Qvid's nareative (Meramerphoses
111.343-5103, which is their sowrce. o Ovid the theme of the reflected image is of course present, but
it 15 not at the heart of the matter; the punishiment Narcizsus merits becanse of having refused the love
of Hehe is without a doubt the impossible love of self, somerhing the ynht_h is perfectly aware of
[*iste ego sum! sensi; nec me mea Fallit imago, / uror amor mei, flammas moveoque, ferogue’” (this

one is [ 1 sensed it, nor does my image deceive me, / 1 burn for my own love, 1 cause, and endure,
the fiame)]. T a precisely opposite way, when Dante wished to make the' reader vaderstand how he
had mistaken the souls of the hlessed for reflected fmages (“specchint? sembiant,”” mirrored appear-
ances), the comparisan that came to mind was that of defining his own error as the contrary of
Marcissus's: *“Per ch’io dentro & Ferror confrario corsi / a qual ch’accese amor tra 'omo &'l fonte™”
(Poradise BEAT-183 T had made the opposite mistake to that / which kindled love in one man for his
paol’’; Damie Alighieri: The Divine Comedv, vol, 3, trans, Mark Musa (Harmondsworth: Penguin,
1984), 33]. To a medieval reacler, the error of Narcissus was not so much the love of self, but the
mistaking of an image for a real creaturs,

15, “*Vios amador, que amatz per figura™ (You lovers, who love through an image) is in a poem
of the troubadour Ozl de Cadars; see Langfors, Le troubadonr Ocil de Cadars (Helsinki, 1913).
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16, None of the explanations yel proposed for the scene of the poot in the Romar de la Rose is
fullty convincing, C, 8. Lewis, The Allegory of Love (Oxford, 1936}, can alfirm *“without the shadow
of a doubt’” that the two stones are the eves of the Jady, on the basis of a celebrated passage of Bernart
de Ventadorn: “*Ane non agul de mi pader / Ni no fui mens des I'or’ en sal / Que. m laisset en sos ohls
vezer / Bn un mirah] gque mout mi plaj. / Mirahls, pos me mired en te / M’ an meort 11 sospir de preon,
/ Qu'aissi .m perded cum perdet se / Lo hel Narcissus en Ja font™ (Mevermore had I power over my-
self, / nor was I mine own {tom. that time / That she let me see myself in her eves / ln a mirror that
pleases me much. / Mirtor, since I saw myself in you / Deep sighs have killed me, / For [ Jost myself
ag he Iost himself, /The fair Narciseus, in the pool”). 1t has aot yet been noted, 1 think, that Bernart
does not say that the eves of Wis Iady are the mirron, but that he looks into them i a mirrer (“en un
mirahl’*}: a mirror that, if our interpretation were to prove exact, conid be precisely that of the phan-
tasy. Nor is it clear why, if the two gems were the eves of the lady, the Eose should be reflected in
them, or—ghove all-—why they should reftect by turns one balf, then the other half, of the garden.

Curious{y, it has been possible, against ail probability, to interpret the scene at the fountain of
Marcigsng as an encounter with the self and itg own destiny; see B. Kohler: ““The gaze in the mirror
is nothing other than its meeting with its own destiny . . . The two crystals are primarily the reflece
tions of he who sees himself in them, that is to say, the eyes of Narcissus,”” in Louise Vinge, The
Narcissug Theme fn European Literature np to the Early Nincteenth Cenpury (Lund: Gleerups, 1967),
85,

Asere will see in the following chapter, the conception ol the phantasy as 2 mivror s already to be
found in Synesing of Cyrene, and was trangmitted by him to the Christian mystics, That the mirsor in
the poetry af the thirteenth centiry refers 1o the imagination can be proven from several passages. For
example, in Cino da Pistoia (Rimator] del dolce stil novo, 209} *‘Fa de la mente tun specchic sovente
/ se ol campar, goardando ‘| dolee vise / (o qual so che v'& pinto it suo bef riso, / che fa tornar
gioioso *| cor dolente. £ /714 sentirai cost quella gente, / allor, come non Tosst mai diviso; / ma se o
imaginar serd ben fiso, 7 la bella donna Uapparrd presente’” (Often make of your mind a mirror, /i
you wish to thrive, when gazing at the sweet face / which, I know, is there depicted: hor sweet langh,
[ which makes joyous the sorrowing heart, £/ You will feel such of the noble one / then, as if you had
never been away / but if the imagination be well fixed / the beautiful lady will appear to yon); in the
Acerba of Cecco ('Ascoli (L'acerba, edited by Achille Crespi, Ascoli Piceno, (927, vv. 1959-1961():
““Senza vedere, I'uom pud innamorare / formande speechio della nuda mente £ veggends vista sua nel
‘magingre” (Without seeing, one can fall in jove / m;iking & mirror of the bare tind, / and seeing ity
sights in the tmagination); in Amico di Dante (Poeti del duccento, vol. 2, 731), the phontasy is de~
scribed as a mirror heid up by Love: ‘““Talor credete voi, Amore, ch’i’ dorma / che eco o core 1° pensa
a voi ¢ veglio / mirandomi tottors ne 1o speglio / che “ananzi mi tenete ¢ ne la forma™ (You think,
.ove, that eoamctimes 1 sTeep, £ when with my heart § think of you and wake, 7 looking at riyself all
the while in the siirror / you hold before me, and in the form), This identification of the act of lnoking
in & mirror with the imagination also permits a {resh inferprefation of the tigure of Cisense, who, in
the Rennem de fa Rose, leads the lover into the garden. As Fleming has rightly observed (The “‘Roman
de la Rose,”” 73, the lady with the mirgor is certainfy not a personification of the eisure necessary to
courlly love; but neithet is she simply, as Fleming hoids, a personification of lechery. The curious
confradiction that permits a lady at ber mirror (o symbolize, in medicval iconography, by turns both
fechery and prudence has often been noted. With conspicuons incoherenve, the mirvor is here in oue
mstance a veal object and, in another, a symbol of spiritas! contemplation. The contradiction resolves
itself if the mireor is interpreted as the imagination and, keeping in mind the polanity of the medicval
concept of the phiantasy, in one case as fmagimatio faisa or destialis, and, in the other, as imaginatio
o or rerionalis fsee Richard of 3t Victor, Beriamin minor, chap. 16, in Dafrafagia mina, 196).
This explaing why it is properfy OHzeuse, that iz, the tmagination, whe leads the lover intn the garden,

7. See Averros, in Arfsfatolis, 165,

15, Hruno Nardi (“The Averroism of Dante’s Pirst Friend,”” in Stmd¥ dentesehs, vol, 25, 1940,
43-79), who established the Averroism of Cavaleantt onoa rigorous separation of love (with its seat in
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the sensitive part) and the possible intellect, was simply unaware of the fact that the possible intellect
is united to the singolar individaal through the pliamtasm that is alzo the origin and object of the love
experience. It is evident that, if one is cognizant of Averrogs, the interpretation of the eelebrated
Covaleantian canzone “Donna mi prega’” is entirely transformed. Fven the interpretation of G. Favati
(G, Cavaleanti, Dino del Garba, and the Averroism of B. Nardi,” in Filolagia romanza, 1955), in
Many rspects wore insightful, omits this essential point. The importance of the phantasm in the Cav-
aleintian doctring of love did not escape James E. Shaw (Covalranti’s Theory of Love, Torotto,
194%), who was, however, ignovant of penmatology and, therefore, of the cemplexity and richness
of medieval phantasmology.

19, Sancti Thomae Aquinitatis, De unitate inteliccms contra Avorroistas, critical edition by L.
Keeler (Rome, 1957), 42. English translation from On tlie Unity of the Infetieet against the Averroists,
tans. Beatrice Zedler (Mifwankee: Marquette University Press, 1968), 50,

20. Sce Alexander of Aphrodisias, De sensy compammmi 4210,

21, To H. Corbin (Fn fsfam franicn, vol. 3, Paris, 1972, 65-146) is nwed the éwmpinry recon-
straction of the memning of the theme of the mirror in Trantan and Arabic erotic mystieism. The im-
portance of Corhin's stadies for the understanding of Stilnovist lyric is yet another proof of the need
for the human sciences 10 overcome division into specialized departments. Only a *“disciptine of in-
terdizciplinarity™ is adequare to the interpretation’ of human phenomena,

Regarding the relation of this myvstical tradition and medieval Christianity, see Saint Augustine,
Be Trinitare XY, xxiil (Patrefogia lating, 42, 1901); Tsanc of Stella, Sermo xxv in Sex (Pagrologia
tating 176, 91); and other examples cited in R, lavelet, fmage of ressemblance au XHe sivele (Stras-
boutg, 19677, ’ ’

22, Averrois Cordubensis, Colliget libri VII, Venetils, 1552, book 2, chap, 20.

23. “‘per man d"Amor 3 entro pint seie’ (*‘Love’s hand did frace, /O lady sweet; your very self .
in there'’}, from the canzone ““La dispictats mente, che pur mira™ (““The pititess mind, that yel
gazes”), v 22 (English transtation by Lorna De'CLocehi, The Minor Poems of Dante, 51). At other
times the image is in the mind, as in the canzone “E wincresce & me si duromente’” (1 pity myself
sov intensely), w 43,



Chapter 13
Spiritus phantasticus

At that very moment, and I speak the eruth, the vital spirit, the one that
dwells in the most secret chamber of the heart, began to tremble so
violently that even the most minute veins of my body were strangely
affected; and trembling, it spoke these words: ““Here is a god stronger
than T who comes to rule over me.”” At that point, the animal spiit, the
one abiding in the high chamber to which all the senses bring their
perceptions, was stricken with amazement and, speaking directly to the
spirits of sight, said these words: “‘Now your bliss has appeared.” At
that point the natural spivit, the one dwelling in that part where our food
is digested, began to weep, and weeping said these words: O wretched
me! for 1 shall be disturbed often from now on.™"’

The foundations of this celebrated passage at the beginning of the Vita Nuove,
where Dante registers the appearance, dressed in crimson, of the “‘donna della
sua mente” (mistress of his mind) with a triple allegory, have been sufficiently
traged by scholars, who have shown how the notion of three spirits is paralleled
in the medical terminology of the period.” But this reconstruction s, in our opin-
ion, incomplete, not only because it does not restore the medieval physiology of
spirits in alk its ramifications, but above all because the pnensmatic doctrine that is
expressed in this passage is in no way reducible to the medical-physiological
sphere alone. Indeed, interwoven in the doctrine are, rather, all aspects of medi-
eval culture, from medicine to cosmology, from psychology to rhetoric and
soteriology, and it is precisely under ifs rubric that all these succeed in harmoni—_
ously blending together in the fhrust of an edifice that is perhaps the most im-
posing intellectval cathedral constructed by late medieval thought. The fact
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that this cathedral has remained until now at least partially buried means that we
have surveyed the love lyric of the duecento—its most perfect result—as we
might one of those mutifated statues that time has detached from Greek temples
or from the tympana of Romanesque churches and which now smile at us enig-
matically in museum galleries. As Hegel noted, however, the bengvolent destiny
offered us by these lovely fruits severed from their tree restores to us, along with
them, “‘neither the fand that has nourished them nor the elements that have
formed their substance nor the climate that gave them their individuality nor the
alternation of scasons that regulated the process.of their becoming. ™ And as, in
the preceding chapter, we have attempted to reconstruct the broad outlines of the
medieval theory of the phantasm, we will now attempt to reevoke this *“land”’
and this *‘climate” in the excavation for that ppeumatic doctrine in which phan-
tasmology is dissolved without residues. '

The origin of the docirine of the pneuma (breath, wind, spirit) must be very
ancient. The passage of Aristotle frequently referred to by medieval writers is De
generatione animalium, 736b:

In all cases the semen containg within itself that which causes it to be
fertile—what is known as “hot” substance, which is not fire nor any
similar substance, but the prewma which {s enclosed within the semen
or foam-like stuff, and the natural substance which is in the preuma;
ar] 113'15 substance is anafogous to the clement which belongs to the
Stars.”

This passage appears to presitppose the existence of a fully articulated theory and
comtaing already the two characteristic clements of the medieval pneumatology:
the astral nature of the pneuma and its presence in the sperm. It is probable that
Aristotle found this theory in older medical texts, from which the Stoics also
ptausibly drew; the references to the pneuma in the Hippocratic corpus appear to
confirm this supposition.* The first physician whose pneumatic doctrine we can
trace with any certainty is that of Diocles of Caristo, whom Jaeger situated at the
beginning of the third century p.c., contemporaneously with Zeno, the founder
of the Stoa.” The preumatology whose outlines we will now trace here, however,
is the common patrimony of all succeeding Greek medicine, from Frasistratus to
Galen. Central to this theory is the idea of the pneuma, a hot breath that origi-
nates from the exhalations of the blood or, according to others, from the external -
air that is continnously inhaled (or from both, according to Galen). This pneuma,
a single one in Diocles of Caristo, is often distinguished (for example by Erasis- _
tratus) into a vital pneuma (zotikes), centered in the left ventricle of the heart,
and a psychic preuma (psycliikes), localized in the brain. From the heart, the
pneuma is diffused through the body, vivifying it and making it capable of sen-
sation, through a circulatory system speeific to the pnenma that penetrates to ev-
ery pari of the organism, The channels of this cirenlation are the arteries, which
do rot contain blood as the veins do, but only preuma. Arteries and veins com-
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municate at their extremities, which explains why, when an artery is cut and the
invisible pneuma escapes, it is immediately followed by blood flowing from the
veins.® Alterations of this paeusmatic eireulation produce disease: if the blood is
too abundant and invades the arferies, thrusting the pnetma loward the heart, the
result is fever; if, on the contrary, the pneoma is pushed so that it accumulates at
the extremes of the pneumatic vessels, there is swelling.

It is plavsibly from this medical doctrine that the notion of pncuma was de-
rived by the Stoic thinkers, who imade it the ceatral principle of their cosmology
and their psychology. Tn the thought of Zeno and Chrysippus the paeuma is a
corporeal principle, a subtle and lvminons body (lepioteron soma), identical to
fire, which pervades the universe and penetrates every living thing, in some
places more and in some less: it is the principle of growth and sensation. This
“artisanal”® (fechnikon} and divine fire is also the substance of the sun and of
other celestial bodies, such that it can be said that the vital principle in plants and
animals has the same nature as the celestial bodies and that a single principle
vivifies the universe. This breath or fire is present in each person and cormmuni-
cates life to him ar her: the individual soul is but a fragment of this divine prin-
ciple. The pneuma is not introduced into the hody from outside, however, but is
“conmatured”” to the body of each. This permits an explanation both of repro-
duction, which pcenrs through a pnenmatic current that reaches as far as the tes-
ticles and is transmitted to the offspring in the sperm, and of sensible perception,
which is accomplished through a prenmatic circulation that, heginning in the
heart, disects itself to the pupils (horatikon prewnea, the **visual®’ spirit of me-
dieval physiology) where it enfers into contact with the portion of air situated
betwaen the visual organ and the object. This contact produces 2 tension in the air
that is propagated following a cone whose vertex is in the eve and whose base
demarcates the visual ficld. The center of this circulation is in the heart, seat of
the ‘‘hegemonic’™ part of the soul, in whose subtle pneumatic matter are im-
pressed the images of the phantasy as the marks of writing are impressed ina wax
tablet. The voice, too, is a pneuma that tadiates from the hegemanic part and,
through the larynx, sets the tongue in moetion. Thus one single pneumatic circu-
lation animates the intelligence, the voice, the sperm, and the five senses. After
death this pneuma does not cease to exist but ascends, because of its lightness, as
far as the sublunar region, where it finds its proper site, and, indestructible and
immobile like the stars, nourishes itself with the effluvia that rise from the earth.

In Neoplatonism the Stoic theme of the pneuma is conceived, following a sug-
gestion in the Timaeus {(41e), as a vehicle (ochema) or subtle body that accom-
panics the soul during the course of is soferiological romance from the stars to
the ¢arth. Thus, in Porphyry, the descent of the soul through the planetary orbits
toward its tervestrial destiny appears as the acguisition of an ethereal wrapping,

of & sort of subtle pneumatic body whose substance is formed from the celestial

bodies and which, in.the course of its astral itinerary, is progressively darkened
and moistened. After the death of the body—if the soul has known to abstain
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from contact with matter - it reascends to the sky along with its pnewsmatic vehi-
cle; if, instead, it has not succeeded in detaching itsell from maiter, the pneuma-
ochema is weighed down to the point where it is held on the earth like an oyster
attached by its valves, and is fed to the place of punishment.” During earthly life,
the pneuma is the instrument of the tmagination and, as such, jt is the subject of
dreams, of astral influences, and of the divine ifhuminations {in divination, when
according to Tamblichus, ““the ethereal and luminous vehicle circumfusing the
sout s illuminated by divine light’” and ‘‘the divine phantasms, moved by the
will of the gods, seize our imagination™; and in ecstasy, which is explained by
Tamblichus as the descent of a divine pneuma into the body).* The notion of
preuma alse occurs in Meoplatonic demonology. Porphyry, in a passage that is
certainly the origin, however mediated, of Dante’s conception of the aerial body
of the soul in purgatory, affirmed that the aerial body of demons alters its form
according to their phantasies, reflecting itself in the surronnding air as in a mir-
1of, so that they always appear in different forms, Tamblichus frequently refersed
to the Tuminous pneama of demons and heroes and of the archons who reveal
themsclves in the epopsy, the revelatory phase of the Eleusinian mysteries.

If in Neoplatonic and Stoic ppeummatology pneuma and phantasy frequently
appear assimilated in a singular convergence, in the De insomniis of Synesius
they are fused without residue in the idea of a *‘phantastic spirit™” (phanrastikon
preama), the subject of sensation, dreams, divination, and divine influences, in
whose sign the exaktation of the phantasy as mediator between corporeal and ip-
corpereal, rational and irvational, human and divine, ts accomplished. For Syn-
esius the phantasy is *‘the sense of senses” and the nearest to the knowledge of
the divine, because

the phantastic spirit is the most common sensory medivm and the first
body of the soul. It conceals itself in the interior and governs the living
thing as from a citadel. Nature in fact has constructed around it the
fabric of the head. The hearing and sight are not truly senses, but
instruments of sense, ministers of the common sense and as it were
gatekeepers of the living thing, who transmit to the overlord what they
perceive outside , . . The phantastic spirit i3, on the other band, a sense
perfect in all its paris . . . without intermediaries, it is the closest to the
soul and certainly the most divine.”

Precisely becausc it is, at the same time, the most perfect sense and the first
vehicle of the soul, the phantastic spirit is the *“intermediary between the rational
and irzational, corporeal and incorporeal, and as if the common term through
which the divine communicates with what is most remote from itself.” In this
ever-denser web of soteriological and psychological themes, Synestus, with a fe-
licitons image that was to exercise an enduring influence and of which it is per-
haps possible to discern an echo in Dante’s “‘little bark of genius’ (Purgatorio
1.3), compared the phantasy to a boat in which the newbomn sowd descends from the
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celestial spheres to unite itsetf with the corporeal world. 19 Given that this praise
of the phantasm is contained in a work on dreams (*‘in his waking,”” wrote Syn-
esius, ‘‘man is wise, but in the dream he is a god™’'}, it is well to remember that
for Synesius too the phantastic spirit is above all the subject of dreams and the
organ of divination.'” In this connection, adaptipg an image that would Jong en-
dure, Synesius compared the phantastic spirit to a mirror (the mirror of Narcissus
is, therefore, a poeumatic mirror) that recejves the idoli {images) emanating from
things and in which, if it bas been snitably purified, the prophet may discern the
images of future events. Moreover, according to the Neoplatonic tradition, this
spirit, during terrestrial existence, may render itself subtle and become ethereal
or become darkeiied and ponderous. In the latter case, it becornes the simulacrum
(eidolorn) in which the soul expiates its punishment.

We have lingered over this treatise of Synesius, who was a student of the Neo-
platonic martyr Hypatia and who later became a convert to Christianity,'* be-
cause in this curious litile book can be found, already formulated at least in its
general outlines, the complex of doctrine that, by identifying the intetior image
of Aristotelian phantasmology with the warm breath (the vehicle of the soul and
of life) of Stoic-Neoplatonic pneumatology, wounld so richly nourish the science,
speculation, and poetry of the intellectual yenaissance from the eleventh to the

thirteenth centuries. The synthesis that resnlts is 5o characteristic that Furopean

culture in this period might justly be defined as a pneumophantasmology, within
whose compass—which circumscribes at once a cosmology, a physiology, a psy-
chology, and a soteriology —the breath that animates the universe, circulates in
-the arteries, and fertilizes the sperin is the same one that, in the brain and in the
heart, receives and forms the phantasms of the things we see, imagine, dream,
and love. Insofar as it is the subtle body of the soul, it is in addition the interme-
diary between the soul and matter, the divine and the human, and, as such, allows
the explanation of all the influxes between corporeal and incorporeal, from mag-
ical fascination to astrological inclinations.

Tn the trangmission of this complex of doctrine, medicine earned a place in the
front rank. The rebirth of pneumatology in the eleventh ceniury began with the
Iatin translation by Constantine the African of the Liber regius of ‘Ali ibn ‘Abbas
al-Magivsi, and reached its first culmination toward the middle of the twelfth
century, with the transiation of the De differentiae animae et spiritus of the Arab
physician Costa ben Luca. In this curve of time the preumatic physiology of the
physicians exercised a profound influence on all of contemporary culture. In the
De motu cordis of the physician Alfred the Englishman, we read:

t is necessary that the body, whose material is solid and obtuse, and the
soul, which is of a very subtie and incorporeal nature, should be joined
by a certain medium which, participating in the nature of both, unites in
a single compact so discordant a diversity. If this medinm were of a
wholly incorporeal nature, it would not be distinguished from the soul;
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i it were wholly subordinate to the laws of matter, it would not differ
from the duollness of the body, 1t is theretore necessary that it be neither
fully sénsible nor whotly incorporeal . . . This union of extrémes and
organ of corporeal movement is called spirie, '3

According to some authors (inchiding Alfred the Englishman and his source
Costa ben Laca) there are two kinds of spirit, vital and animal, but the greater
part of the physicians distinguished three: the namral spirit, which originates in
the liver (“‘that part where our nonrishment is administered,” in Dante’s words)
from the exhalations of blood, which is there digested and purified and then from
the liver proceeds through the veing to all the members of the body, increasing jts
natural vigor; the vital spirit, which originates in the heart and is diffused to the
whaole body through the arteries, animating it; and the animal spirit, which arises
in the chambers of the brain from a purification of the vital spirit. From the left
chamber of the heart the vital spirit in fact rises to the brain through the artery,
passes through its three cells, and there, “‘through the power of the phantasy and
the memory is again purified and further digested {digestior purgatiorgue) and
becomes animal spirit,””'* From the brain the animal spirit fills the nerves and is
radiated throngh the whole body, producing sensation and movement. Indeed, the
optic nerve branches from the phantastic cell, then bifurcates and reaches the
eyes. Through the c;mty of this nerve passes the animal spirit, which here be-
comes stilf more subtle!® and, according o one theory, emerges from the eye as
the visual spirit, directs itself through the air to the object {which functions as its

“supplement’?), and, once informed of the object’s figure and color, returns to
the eye and from there to the phantastic cell. According to another theory, the
visnal spirit, withoyt leaving the eye, receives the impression of the objeét
through the air and transmits it to the phantastic spirit.'® An analogous mecha-
nism accounts for hearing and the other senses. In the phantastic cell, the animal
spirif enacts the images of the phantasy; in the memorial cell it produces the
memeory; and in the logistic ceil, reason.

The entive psychological process described in the previous chapter must be
translated and “*spiritualized’” in the ferms of this pacomatic circuldtion. The
psychology of Avicenna, which we previously described in purely static terms,
will, when restored to its essential Hspiritual”’ context, sound like this:

The similitude [of the thing] is united to the part of the spirit that bears
the visual spirit . . . and penetrates to the spirit that is found in the first
ventricle of the braln and is impressed on thig spirit that bears the power
of the common sense . . . then the common sense transmits the form to
that part of the spirit thdt is contig:unus to the spirit that bears it and
impresses this form and places it thus in the formal power, which is the
imaginative . . . then the form that is in the imagination reaches the rear
ventricle dnd is united with the spirit that bears the estimative virtue
through the spirit that bears the imaginative power which, in hymans, is
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called cogitative, and the form that was in the imaginative is impressed
on the spirit of the estimative virte . , . "7

We are now also prepared to understand the theory for which the first seat of
sensation and tmagination is in the heart, but the powers are actealized in the
brain, The visual spirit in fact has s origin in the beart, and this same spirit,
refined and purified, rises to the brain and becomes animal. A single pneumatic
current circulates in the organism and in that current what can only statically be
considered divided is dynamically unified.

The animal spirit vaturally inheres in the sperm. Radiating iself throngh the
body it reaches the testicles, is converted into ““a milky and tenacious juice, and,
coitus once completed, passes to the outside”'® where, uniting itself to the fe-
male sperm, it forms the embryo and receives influences of the stars,

The problem that the pneumatic physiology of the physicians posed for the
Christian anthropology of the Middle Ages concerned the mamner in which
the relation of spirit and soul was (o be conceived. In his Pantechne, Constantine
the African appeared to identify the rational spirit with intellection, a function par
excellence of the rational soul, and pointed in addition to the opinion of “*certain
philosophers who affirm that this spirit of the brain is the soul and that it is cor-
poreal.”” If Costa ben Luca already stressed the differenc¢ between the m()r.tal
and corporeal spirit and the immortal and incorporeal soul, the préoccupation
over reconciling the pneumatology of the physicians with Christian doctrine is
plain in William of St. Thierry, who explicitly condemned the grave ersor of
those who identify the spirit with ‘“‘that eminent part of man that makes of him
the irmage of the incorruptible God and elevates him above all the other living
creafures, to wit the rational soul.”” With a formula that reveals in an exemplary
way the metaphysical fracture of presence that characterizes Christian ontology,
he wrote, *“The Author of nature has shrouded the union of the soul and the body
in mystery. Ineffable and incomprehensible is the meeting of these two sub-
stances.”"!”

This mysterium ineffubile constitutes the theme of one of the most singular
works of the twelfth century: the De unione corporis et spiritus of Hugh of 5t
Victor. Hugh, like William of 5t. Thierry, distrusted any hasty identification of
corporeal and incorporeal, and thus began with the words of the Gospel of John,
according to which *‘what is born of the flesh is flesh, and what is born of the
spirit is spirit.”” But over the abyss that separates the two substances, Hugh
placed a kind of mystical Jacob’s ladder, along which the body ascends toward
the spirit and the spirit descends to the body:

If there were no infermediary between the spirit and the body, neither
the spirit nor the body would have been able to meet each other. Great
is the distance between body and spirit: they are distant one from the
other. There is, however, something through which the spirit descends,
in its turn, to approach the body . . . Not all bodies are of the same
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quality; some are higher, some lower, some are supreme and almost
transcend the corporeal nature. Similarly also among the spirits some
are higher, some Jower, and some very low, almost fallen below the
spiritual nature, because in this way things supreme are joined to the
lowest things . . . The body rises and the spirit descends . . , The body
tises through the medinm of the senses, the spirit descends through
sensuality , . . Think of Jacob’s fadder: it rested on earth and its top
touched the heavens.” ' '

In quest of this Jacob’s ladder, and inspired by the Neoplatonic theory of the
phantastic spirit as the mediator between corporeal and incorporeal, rational and
irrational, Hugh proceeded to a reevalvation of the phantasy that constitutes a
decisive turn in the history of medieval culture:

Amaong bodies the most noble and nearest to the spiritual nature is the
one that possesses a continuous movement in itself and cannot ever be
stayed by an outside force. This body, insofar as it causes sensation, -
imitafes the rational life and, insofar as it is a form of the imagioation,
imitates the living teason. In the body there can be nothing higher and
nearer to the spiritual nature than this, in which, beyond sensation and
above it, the force of the imagination originates. Such a reality is so
sublime that above it no other can be found if not reason. The fiery
force that has received a form from the outside is called sensation; this
same form transported to the inside is called the imagination, In fact,
when the form of the sensible thing, gathered from the outside by
means of the visual rays, comes to be led to the eyes by the work of
nature and is gathered by these, there is vision. Subsequently, passing
through the seven membranes of the eyes and the three humors, finally
purified and led to the inside, it reaches the brain and originates the
imagination. The imagination, passing from the anterior part of the head
{0 the central part, comes into contact with the substance of the rational
soul itself and stimulates the faculty of discernment, now so purified
and made subtle g0 as to be able to join itself without mediation with
the spirit iself . . . The imagination is therefore a figure of the
sensation, situated in the highest part of the corporeal spirit and in the
lowest part of the rational spirit . . . In irrational animals it does not
transcend the phantastic cell, but in rational animals it véaches as far as
the rational cell, where it comes into contact with the incorporeaf
substance of the soul itself . . . Now the rational substance is a
corporeal Hght; the imagination, insofar as it is the image of a body, is a
shadow. Therefore, after the imagination bas risen as far as reason, like
a shadow that comes to the light and superimposes itself on the light,
Insofar as it comes toward the light it makes itself manifest and

- circumscribed, insofar as it superimposes itself on the light it darkens
it, enfolds it, covers it. If reason acquires imagination through
contemplation alone, the imagination acts as a garment that stands
outside and enfolds it, so that reason can easily dispense with it and
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denude itself. If, on the other hand, reason adheres to it with delight,
the imagination becomes like a skin for it, so that reason cannot-detach
itself without pain, because it had attached itself with love . . . Rising,
therefore, from the bodies at the lowest extreme up to the corporeal
spirit, there is a progression through sense and Imagination, which are
both in the corporeal spirit. Immediately beyond the body, there is the
imaginary affection in the incorporeal spirit that the soul receives
through its union with the body, and above this the reason that acts on
the imagination.'

In the Pathers most influenced by Hugh, like Isaac of Stella and Alcher of
Clairvaux, this mediating function of the phantastic spirit is reiterated and spec-
ified: *“The soul that is true spirit and the flesh that is true body are united easily
and appropriately at their extreme point, that is, the phantastic power of the soul,
which is not a body, but is similar o the body, and in the sensuality of the flesh,
which is almost spirit . , 7%

"To measure the importance of the reevatuation of the phantasy that is accom-
plished in these writings, it is neécessary to recall that in the medieval Christian
tradition the phantasy appeared in a decisively negative light. It is not inoppor-
inne to remember in this connection that the lascivious half-naked ladies, the
half-human and half-feral creatures, the terrifying devils, and the whole con-
glomeration of monstrous and seductive images that crystallized in the iconog-
raphy of the temptations of Saint Anthony represent precisely the phantasms that
the Tempter excited in the phantastic spirit of the Saint. This same vertiginous
experience of the soul, with the polarizing intuition that characterizes medieval
thought, then became the site of the celebration of the ““ineffable union’ of the
corporeal and incorporeal, of light and shadow. If the spiritual mediator of this
union has been identified, in the wake of Neoplatonic thought, with the phantas-
tic pneuma, this is because not even in the most exaklted Romantic theorizing has
the imagination been conceived in so elevated and, at the same time, concrete a
fashion as in the thought of this period, which surely more than ours deserves the
name of “*civilization of the image.”” If we keep in mind the close bond that joins
love and the phantasm, it is easy te understand the profound influence that this
reevaluation of the phantasy would exercise on the theory of love. Furthermore,
because a positive polarity of phantasy had been discovered, it was possible, in
ways we shall see, to rediscover both a posttive polarity and a “*spirituality’” in
that mortal discase of the phantastic spirit that was love.

Another aspect of the Neoplatonic theory of the phantastic pneuma that was
inherited by medieval cubture was the idea that it was the vehicle and the subject
of magical influence. The question bas often been raised as to what should be
understood by the notion of magical phenomena, and, atthoegh this term is ha-
bitually used with a certain casualness, it is not clear if something such as a
“‘magical phenomenon’” is definable in itself, without recourse to a play of op-
positions that vary culture by culture. Nevertheless, at least as far as the Middle
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Ages are concerned, we can affirm withont excessive uncertainty that to speak of
magic as a sphere distinet from that of pneumatology makes little sense. In a
preumatic culture, that is, in a culture founded on the notion of spirit as quid
medium bhetween corporeal and incorporeal, the distinction between magic and
science (and that between magic and religion as well) is of no use. Only the ob-
solescence of pnenmatology and the consequent semantic mutation that has
brought the word “spirit’” to identify with the vague notion now familiar to us
(and which acquired such a meaning only in opposition to the term “‘matter’’)
will make possible that dichetomy between corporeal and incorporeal that is the
necessary condition of a distinction between science and magic. The so-called
magical texts of the Middle Ages (such as the astrofogical and alchemical ones)
deal simply with certain aspects of preumatology (in particolar, certain influ-
ences between spirit and spirit, or between spirit and body) and, in this regard,
are nol essentially different from texts like the poems of Cavalcanti and Dante,
which we would certainty not define as “‘magical.”” Thus the Arabic treatise
known in the West by the name Picatrix, which exercised so much influence on
Renaissance Hermetisin, defines the “‘key of wisdom™ as “‘the perfect nature’’
and this in its turn as “*the preuma of the philosopher that is united with its star™
(a definition that at this point shonld be perfectly intelligible to our readers). The
Picatrix then clagsifies the various forms of magic according to whether they
have as their object *“spirit from spirit”” (practical magic and phantasmagoria),
“spirit from body”’ (talismanics), or **bodies from bodies™ (alchemy).®? In par-
tictlar, phenomena that we consider magical par excellence, like fascination, can
perfectly well be subsumed in the doctrine of pneumatic influences and were ex-
plained as such by the medieval authors. If fascination could for a long time be
placed alongside love almost as its paradigmatic model, this is because both be-
longed to the sphere of phantastic pneuma.** The opinion tHat “through a certain
art of women and through the power of the demons men can be transformed into
wolves or mules’™ was thus explained by Alcher as an action of demons on the
phantastic spirit that, **while the body of a man reposes in a.place, alive but with
the senses weighed down more than in sleep, he can take on the form of a certain
animal and appear as such to the senses of other men™”; and by Cecco d’Ascoli as
a demoniac illusion of the phantasy or as the assumption of an aerial body by a
demon, ™ '

'The extraction of 4 magical sphere and literature from the bosom of medieval
pnevmatology was the work of a period that had lost the keys to it and could not
{or would not) understand either the unity of its doctrine or the precise sense of its
articulations. This process began already with scholastic theology that, while ac-
cepting the medical doctrine of spirits, attempted to isolate this doctrine in the
domain of corporeal physiology and to strip it of all the soteriological and cos-
mological implications that made of the pneuma the concrete and real mediator
of the *“ineffable wnion” between soul and body.*® At this poiat a decline began
that would fatally thrust pnenmatolozy into the half-light of esoteric circles,
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where it would tong survive as the path, rendered impracticable, that our culture
might have, but didd not in fact follow. In the mainstream of thought remained
only the medieval doctrine of corporeal spirits, which still survived in
Descartes—and which appears still, under the name of vapors, in the
Encyclopédie—but by this time Harvey had already furnished the new model of

the circulation of the blood. Before withdrawing into the shadows, however, the -

idea of pneuma would yet produce a late and splendid fruit as the “‘spirit of
love,”” which found its highest expression in the Stilnovist lyric.
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Chapter 14
Spirits of Love

This ample and lively scene should serve as the backdrop for our study .of Fhe
pneumatology of Dante and the Stilnovists. The *“three spirits”” of the beginning
of the Vita Nuova do not play an isolated or a purely ornamental allegorical role,
but, like the stateinent of a theme at the heginning of a sonata, they are woven
into a context where all the registers of the preumatic doctrine can be expected to
play, from physiology to cosmelogy, from psychology to soteriology. And, as
Klein well discerned, the sonnet **Oltre la spera che pi larga gira™ (Beyond the
sphere which makes the widest round}, which concludes the Vita Nuova, gath?rs
these motifs together in a synthesis that, in many respects, compendiously antic-
ipates the ecstatic voyage of the Commedia. The ““pilgrim spirit™ that, emcrgi{lg
from the heart (the seat, as we know, of the vital spirit), accomplishes its celestial
voyage (*‘beyond the sphere which makes the widest round’”) and, as Pante in-
forms us, a ‘‘thought,”” that is, an imagination, or rather, as we can now define
it with more precision, a phantastic spirit, can detach itself from the quy apd
receive the form of its vision in such a way (*‘in such a guality”) that **my in-
tellect cannet understand it.” (We know from Avicenna that the intellect cannot
receive the phantasm unless the phantasm is abstracted from the sensible quali-
ties; but precisely this limitagion here establishes ihe visionary capacity of the
phantastic spirit and its superiority, almost, over the intellect.) This concept of the
phantastic spirit as the seat and vehicle of the celestial influences, which we have
already come across in Synesins, was explicitly affirmed by Dante in the seven-
teenth canto of the Purgaiorio in the celebrated invoeation of the *‘imaginative™
pawer, where he asks himself what moves the phantasy when, caught up in its
vision, it cammot be moved by the sense:
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O imaginativa che ne rube
talvolta si di fuor, ch’om non s'accorge
perché dintorno suonin mille tube,
chi move te, se '] senso non ti porge?
Moveti hne che nel ciel 8’ informa
per ¢ o per voler che gid lo scorge. (Purgatorio XVIL13-18)

{O imagination, that do sometimes s0

- snatch us from ouwtward things that we give no heed,
though a thousand trampets sound around us, -
who moves you if the sense affords you naught? A light
moves you which takes form in heaven, of itself, or by a will
that downward guides it.}!

The solidarity of the astral theme of the Neoplatonic pneyma-ochena with the
psychological theme of the phantastic spirit was still alive in Dante when he
wrote, in the Convivie (11 6.9), that ““this spirit comes by the rays of the star.””

In canto XXV of the Purgatorio Dante expressed, through the mouth of
Statius, the pneumatic theory of the embryo, which we have already encountered
in the medical tradition, and that of the aerial body of the soul beyond the grave,
which is familiar to us from Porphyry and Synesius. The *‘perfect blood, which
is never drunk / by the thirsty veins’* (vv, 37-38) is not simply the blood, as is
often repeated, but the spirit that, as we know, is formed from the purest and most
digested part of the blood, and, having descended to the testicles and changed
into semen, forms the embryo, joining itself *"tn natural vessel”” with **[the] oth-
er’s blood™ (v. 45). The doctrine of the “‘shade’ of the souls in purgatory is but
a singular transcription of the Neoplatonic idea of the pneuma as a simulacrum in
which the soul expiates its punishment (that Origen, Avicenna, and later Ficino
would develop in the direction of the purely phantastic reality of infernal tor-
ments), and the ““figuring itself”” of the shade “‘according to how desires and
other affections afflict us™ is but an echo of the Porphyrian theory of the *“acrial
body”’ of the demons, so malleable that it changes form according to their phan-
tasies.

The entirety of Stilnovist lyric should be placed under the standard of this
pneumatic constellation and only within its orbit does that lyric become fully in-
telligible. When Cavalcanti speaks of “*subtle spirits,”” of *“hittle spirits,”” and of
““spirits of love™ we should not forget what distant but coherent harmonics we
are meant to hear resonating in these words. The poet was not referring, as some
have thought, to a medical doctrine, morte or less seriously and not without ec-
centricity; but rather to a wnilary system of thought in whose orbit, as we will
see, poetry itself, insofar as it is dictated by inspiring love, finds its proper place
and its most pregnant meanings. Thus, for example, a sonnet like ““Pegli occhi
fere un spirito sottile’” {Subtle the spirit striking throngh the eyes), so obsessively
dominated by the word “‘spirit,”” has frequently been considered too obscure and
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extravagant not to contain a parodic (indeed, self-parodic) intention. Yet, restored.
to the prenmatological context that we have atiempted to reconstruct, not only
does the poem appear comptehensible, but it presents itself as a rigorous descrip-
tion of the pneumatic mechanism of Eros and a true and proper translatien info
pneumatic terms of the phantasmatic psychology of love:

Pegli occhi fere un spirito sottile,

che fa 'n la mente spirito destare,

dal qual $i move spirito 4’amare,

ch’ogn’altro spiritel[lo] fa gentile.

Sentir non pa di lu’ spirito vile,

di cotanta vertd spirito appare:

quest’e lo spiritel che fa tremare,

1o spiritel che fa la donna umile.

E poi da questo spirito $i move

un altro dolce spirito soave,

che sieg[ule un spiritello di mercede:

lo quale spiritel spiriti piove,

ché di ciascuno spirit’ha Ia chiave,

per forza d’uno spinito che °l vede.

[Subtle the spirit striking through the eyes
Which rouseth up a spirit in the mind

Whence moves a apirit into love inclined

which breeds in other spirits nobilities

No turbid spirit hath the sense which sees

How greatly empowered a spirit he appeareth;
He 1s the little breath which that breath feareth,
Which breedeth virginal humilities.

Yet from this spirit doth another move

Wherein such tempered sweetness rightly dwells
That Mercy’s spirit followeth his ways,

And Mercy’s spirit as it moves above

Rains down those spirits that ope all things else,
Perforce of One who seeth all of these.]’

The subtle spirit that penetrates through the eye is the visual spirit that, as we
know, is altior et subtilins (higher and subtlery; ‘“striking’” through the eye, it

arouses the spirit found in the cells of the brain and informs it with the image of
the tady. From this spirit, love is born (the **spirit of laving™”), which refines and
makes tremble every other spirit (that is, the vital and natural ones). Guido
was so obsessed with pnenmatics that he continually translated the psychological
process into his “‘spiritual”’ terms: the arrows of love, which Alexander of
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Aphrodisias had already identified with the glances of lovers,” hecame, in the
Stilnovists, an infhuence from pneuma to pucuma,“ and the internal image, the
phantasm, was always conceived as a phantastic paewma, included in a circula-
tion that is both exasperated and fitlfilled in the amorous motion of the spirits.
Therefore the phantasm, the object of love, was for Cavaleanti literally *‘formed
of desire’” (“‘forming of desite a new person’’; “‘made playfully in figures of
love”’).” Tndeed, the experience of the pneumatic cycle that goes from the eyes to
the phantasy, from the phantasy to the memory, and from the memory to the
whole body, seems to be Cavalcanti’s fundamental experience, such that
the perfect symmetry of spirit and phantasm, which had been condensed in the
Neoplatonie formula of the phantastic pneuma, is atways discernible in detail.
We can easily recognize in the ballad ““Veggio negli occhi de la donna mia”™
(Light do T see within my lady’s eyes) an almost point-by-point comparison to the
preumatic mechanism of the preceding sonnet, except that in the ballad the gen-
esis of love is described in phantasmatic terms. In the sonnet the subtle spirit
strikes through the eyes and aronses the spirit in the mind, but in the ballad the
image that seems to detach itself from the lady’s visage impresses its figure in the
phantasy. In the sonnet, the procession of the spirits one from the other is
matched by the successive germination of the images of “new beauty”™ in the

~baliad:

Veggio neghi occhi de la donna mia
un fume pien di spiriti d’amore,
che porta uno piacer novo nel core,
si che vi desta d’allegrezza vita.

Cosa m’aven, quand’i’ le son presente,
¢h’i’ no la posso a lo "ntelletto dire:
veder mi par de la sva labbia uscire
una si bella donna, che la mente
comprender ao la pud, che "mmantenente
ne nasce w’alira di bellezza nova,
da la gqual par ch’una stella si mova
e dica; «La salute tna & apparita, »

La dove questa bella donna appare
s’ode una voce che ke vén davanti
& par che d'umilta il su’ nome canti
si dolcemente, che, §°1° 'l vo’ contare,
sento che "1 s’ valor mi {a tremare;
e movonsi nell’anima sospini
che dicon: «Guarda; se tu coste” mird,
vedra” la sua vertit nel ciel salita.»
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[Light do 1 see within my lady’s eyes

And toving spirits in its plepisphere

Which bear in strange delight on my heatt’s core
Till Joy's awakened from that sepulchre,

That which befalls me in my lady’s presence

Bass explanations intellectual,

I seem: to see a lady wonderful

Forth issue from her lips, one whoin no sense

Can fully tel{ the mind of and one whence

Another fair, swift born, moves marvelous

From whom a star goes forth and speaketh thus:
“1 0, thy salvation is gone forth from thee.”’

There where this lady’s loveliness appeareth,
There’s heard a voice which goes before her ways
And seems to sing her name with such sweet praise
Thai my mouth fears o speak what name she beareth,
And my heart trembles for the grace she weareth,
While far in my soul’s deep the sighs astir

Speak thus: “‘Look well! For if thon look on her,
Thus shall thou see her virtue risen in heaven.’’]®

Never, perhaps, does the medieval supremacy of the imaginary and its ““op-
tic’” interpenetration with the real find such an animated and at the same time
meticulous expression as here: the appearance of the phantasm-in the phantasy is
hardly fixed in the memory when suddenly, as in a game of mirrors, an image of
“hellezza nova’ (new beauty) is formed in the intellect (new, because it has been
denuded, as we know, from material modifications), and is the bearer of salvation
because in thal image the possible intellect— separate and unique, according to
Avicenna-—is united to the individaal.

The famous canzone “‘Donna me prega,” the axis of Cav_alcanti's trobar clus
(““closed,” obscure style of making poetry), is nevertheless clearly illuminated if
we restore it to the complex of doctrine that we have attempted Lo resuscitate, The
double aspect—phantasmatic and pneumatic—of eros is evoked in the double
genesis of love suggested by verses 16-18 and 21-23: to the pneumatic-astral as-
pect correspond the verses * . . . s0 formed-—like / a diaphane by hight—of a
darkness / which from Mars—comes, and stays,” and to the phantasmatic-
psyehological corresponds the verse ““Tt comes from a seen form that ts in-
tended.’” [Here ““is intended’” does not of course mean *‘comes to be under-
stood,”” but corresponds perfectly, a parte obiecti (with respect to the object), 10
the phrase “‘tragge intenzione’ (draws forth the intention) from the eighteenth
canto of Dante’s Purgatorio.} The rigorously phantasmatie character of the amo-
rous experience is reierated in the canzone in (erms so extreme that even the sense of
sight, since it is only an incidental cause of falling n love, is now excluded as
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inessential (cf. v. 63; “and, {1 say to] who hears well, the form is not seen’) in
the proud awareness of the self-sufficiency of the imagination: *‘Out of color,
divided from essence / fixed—in a dark medium, it {love] abrades light.”” Only
the knowledge of the pnenmo-phantastic in all of its articulations permits the res-
olution of the long-standing debate between the supporters of a Platonic-contem-
plative interpretation of the Cavalcantian theory of Tove and the supporters of an
opposing view. There are not *‘two loves™ (love-as-contemplation and concupi-
scent love}, but a “‘single amorous experience’” that is, at the same time,
confemplation [in that it is the obsessive cogitatio (meditation) of the internat
phantasm] and concupiscence (in that the desire has as its origin and imimediate
ohject the phantasm: *“that is the phantasy that gives rise to the whole desire,’” in
the words of Jean Gerson). The so-called Averroism of Cavalcanti does not
consist, as has been affirmed, in a Hmitation of the erotic experience to the
sensitive soul, which would entail as a consequence a pessimistic conception of
eros and a rigorous separation from the possible intellect. On the contrary, it
consists, as we have seen, in the fact that the phantasm (the phantastic bneuma),
origin and subject of love, is precisely that in which, as in a mirror, the
union (copulatioy of the individual with the unique and separate intellect is
accomplished.”

But Dante too conceived of love in this way when he linked together its gen-
esig and nature in the four exemplary tercets he put in the mouth of Virgil:

Vostra apprensiva da essere verace
tragge intenzione, e dentro a voi la spiega,
si che I"animo ad essa volger face;

e se, rivolto, inver’ di iei si piega,
quel piegare € amor, quell” ¢ natura
che per piacer di novo in voi si lega.

Poi, come 1 foco movesi in altura
per fa sua forma ch’é nata a salire
Ia dove pid in sua matera dura,

cosi I'amimo preso eatra in disire,
ch’e moto spiritale, e mai non posa
fin che la cosa amata il fa gioire. (Purgatorio XVII1.22-33)

[Your faculty of apprehension draws an image
from a real existence and displays it within you,
50 that it makes the mind turn to it;

and if, thus turned, the mind inclines toward it,
that inclination is love, that inclination is nature
which is bound in you anew by pleasure,

Then, even as fire moves upwards

by reason of its form, being born to ascend thither
where it fasts longest in its maiter,
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so the captive mind eaters into desire,
which is a spiritual movement, and never rests
until the thing loved makes it rejoice.

If the genetic process of love is here described in the phantasmatic terms of the
psychology that is by now familiar to us, as the soul’s inclination and turning,
almost as if in a mirror, around the phantasm *“intended™” in the mind, love itself
is defined as a ‘‘spiritual movement’” and inserted in the movement of pneumatic
circulation.

The sociological hypothesis that sees courtly love as primarily a sccial phe-
nomenon has 5o insistently dominated research on the origins of fove poetry that
very rarely has an analysis of is structural elements as they appear in the texts
themselves been undertaken. Just as the rigorously phantasmatic character of am-
orous experienice, notwithstanding its explicit and unequivocal affirmation by the
poets, has almost always eluded coherent research (because of the misunderstood
supposition that a phantastic expetience was necessarily irrelevant for the under-
standing of a *‘social phenomenon’), so too the preumatic nature of love, even
when it has been understood, has been reduced to the limits of an entirely sec-
ondary medical theory, thanks to the projection of the dualistic soul/body scheme
on a conceplion whose intention was precisely to mediate and overcome this op-
position. We can now affirm without hesitation that the Stlnovist theory of love
is, in the sense we have demonstrated, a preumo-phantasmology, in which the
theory of the phantasm, of Arvistoteltan origin, is fused with Stoic-medical-
Neoplatonic pnenmatology in an experience that is, jointly and in equal measure,
a “‘gpiritual movement”’ and a phantagmatic process. Only this complex cultural
inheritance can explaix the characteristic dimension, both real and unreal, phys-
iological and soteriological, objective and subjective, that erotic experience re-
tains in the Stitnovist experience. The object of fove is in fact a phantasm, but this
phantasm is a “*spirit,”” inserted, as such, in a ppeumatic circle in which the lim-
its separaling internal and external, corporeal and incorporeal, desire and its
object, are. abolished.

The union of phantasmology and pneumatology has already been accom-
plished, as we have seen, in the medical tradition and in the Neoplatonic doctrine
of the *“phantastic spirit’” and had led to that reevaluation of the phantasy as the
mediator between body and soul and as the seat of magical and divine influences,
which finds its exemplary model in the work of Hugh of St. Victor. But in what
way id the “‘phantastic spirit”” become a **spirit of love”’? If the meeting be-
tween Fros and the phantasm took place near the miroérs perilleus of Narcissus,
in what cireumstances did the winged pod, armed with arrows, make his entrance
into the severe ppeumatic doctrine? And in what measure is this convergence be-
tween love and pneuma an original discovery of the poets of love?

The pnevmo-phantastic character of Eros had been recognized by a medical
tradition in which the passions of the mind were firmly inscribed in the circula-
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tien of the spirits. *‘For sexual excitement is due to breath (pneuma); the. penis
proves this, as it quickly increases from small fo large because of the byeath in
it,” we read in a passage of Aristotle’s Problems concerning the calamitous erotic
inclination of melancholics. In Galen the erotic pnenmatotogy maintains all of is
physiological crudity and the “*spiritus] movement™ of love is of a plece with the
erection of the member and the formation of the sperm:

When someone is through one of the five senses stimulated to love, the
heart is strongly shaken and from this shaking two spirits are born, hot
and dry. One of these, the more subtle, reaches the brain; the other,
which is more dense, diffused throngh the nerves immediately reaches
the member and, insinuating itself between the nerves and the
membranes that form it and coil around i1, makes it erect . . . the first
spirit, which we said was found in the brain, receiving from this [brain]
a certain humidity, reaches the spinal marrow through the kidneys . . .
and passing through two channels pours itself into the testicles . . . *

In the field of the theory of fascination, love, as we have seen, had been con-
sidered for some time as a pneumatic penetration through the glance, which
“kindles an internal fire in the mind of the lover.”

Only with the Stilnovists, however, was the theory of the pneuma fused with
the theory of love. They had the intuition of a polarity—the same that would fater
lead the humanists to reevaluate melancholy positively-—in which the obsessive
emphasis of a pathological experience well known to-medical diagnostics goes
hand in hand with its soteriological ennoblement; thus mortal disease and salva-
tion, obscuration and illumination, privation and fulfillment, appear problemat-
ically and inextricably joined. The proof of this polarity is contained in a chapter
of the history of medicine in which love assumes the dark saturnine mask of a
malady “‘similar to melancholy’” that desiccates the face and eyes of lovers and
plunges therm inte madness and death. This malady appears, in medieval medical
treatises, under the name of emor hereos (heroic love).
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Chapter 15
Between Narcissus and Pygmalion

His love is here indeed heroic and divine; and so I wish to take it;
although because of it he call himself subject to so many torments;
because every lover, who is disjoined or separated from the beloved (to
whom, as he is joined in his affections, he wishes he might be joined in
effect), suffers heartache and pain, tortures and torments himsélf: not
because he loves, considering that he feels his love to bhe nobly and
worthily employed, but becavse he is deprived of that fruition, which he
would oblain if he were to reach that goal to which he inclines. He does
not sorrow because of desire, which animates him, but because of the
difficulty of his zeal, which puts him on the rack. Let others then judge
him unhappy in his place becanse of this appearance of ill fate, as if it
had condemned him to such pains; because he will not for that fail to
recognize the debt that he has to love, and thank it for having presented
to the eyes of his mind an inelligible species, in which, while in this
carthly life, enclosed in this prison of flesh, girded by these tendons and
nerves, and steadied by these bones, it is allowed to him to contemplate
more highly the divinity than if any other species and similitede of it
were offered.!

The origin and meaning of the expression **heroic love’ in Bruno’s text, and
in particular in this passage of the Furori, has not to my knowledge been studied.
The vague semantic connotation of the adjective “‘heroic™ in modern use has ev-
idently been accepted as more than sufficient for the understanding of the text.
What has not been realized is that, by so doing, we lose precisely the significance
that the choice of expression must have had for Bruno—-who had by no means

11l
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invented it, but had received it or, better, diverted it from an ancient and stilt
living tradition.

In fact the expression “*heroic love’ has a long history that does not refer us,
as we might expect, to the bright and luminous world of the heroes, but to the
dark and sinster realm of medical patholegy and Neoplatonic demonology.* The
reconstruction of this history constitutes a confirmation of what Aby Warburg had
already demonstrated for the history of images, that is, that Western culture de-
velops and transforms itself through a process of ‘*polarization” of the received
cultural tradition.” This does not mean that there are not creative and revolution-
ary moments of that history (the history of the expression ‘“*heroic love’’ illus-
trates just such a moment), bat simply fhat—because every culture is essentially
a process of transmission and of Nachleben (afterlife) —creation and revolution
work in general by **polarizing’” what is given by tradition, until arriving, in cer-
tain cases, at the complete seantic inversion of these givens. European culture
is, despite everything, conservative, and it is conservative precisely to the extent
thaf it is progressive and revolutionary,

I we open a treatise of medieval medicine fo the section devoted to cerebral
pathology, after the chapters given over to mania and melancholy, we alinost in-
evitably happen upon the rubric de amore gui hereos dicitur {or de amore hero-
ice). The Lilivm medicale of Bernard Gordonio, professér at Montpellier about
1285, describes the disease in these terms:

The discase called hereos is a melancholy suffering caused by love
for 2 woman,

Cause. The cause of this affliction is a corruption of the estimative
faculty (of discernment) by means of a form and a figure that remains
strongly impressed in i, When someone is seized by love for a woman,
he strongly conceives of her form, her figure, and manner, because he
thinks and believes that she is the most beautiful, the most venerable,
the most extraordinary, and most endowed in body and soul; and
because he ardently desires her, withont measure or hesitation, thinking
that if he could satisfy his desire, he would reach his blessedness and
his happiness. And so altered is the judgment of his reason, that it
continually imagines the form of the lady and ahapdons all of its
activities, such that, if someone speaks to him, he scarcely manages to
nnderstand. And as he is in incessant meditation, his condition comes to
be defined as a melancholy affliction. And it is called hereos because
lords and nobles, because of the abundance of their delights, habitually
fell prey to this malady, and as happiness is the perfection of fove, so
hereos is the perfection of love.

The power of discernment, which is the highest of the sensitive
powers, commands the imaginative and the concupiscible; the
concupiscible in turn the irascible, and the irascible that power that
moves the muscles, Because of this the whole body then [when afflicted
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with Aereos] moves without any rational order and runs night and day
from street to street without heeding heat and cold and all dangers . . .

Signs. The symptoms [of this disease] are the omission of all sleep,
food, and drink; and the whole body weakens, except for the eyes, The
sufferers have profound and hidden imaginings with sorrowful sighs;
and if they hear songs about separations caused by love, immediately
they begin to weep and become saddened; if on the other hand they hear
of loves reestablished, they immediately laugh and sing. Their pulse is
variable and disordered; buf it becomes rapid, frequent, and strong if the
lady they love is named or if she passes in front of them . . .

Prognesis. The prognosis is that if they are not cured they fall into
mania or die.

Cure. The sufferer either obeys reason or does not. In the first case
he should be removed from that false imagination at the hands of a
man whom he fears and he should be made ashamed by words and
admonitions showing him the dangers of the world, of judgment day,
and the joys of paradise. In case he should not obey reason, if he is a
yvoung man on whom the whip may still be used, he should be
frequently and strongly flogged uatil he is atl beaten and bruised; then
he shoutd be told something very sad, so that the greater sorrow will
obscure the lesser. Or lte should be told something very pleasing, for
example that he has been made seneschal or bailiff or that e hag been
assigned a large benefice . . . Then he should be kept busy with some
necessary activity . . . and he should be taken to distant places so that
he should see various and diverse things . . . Then he should be
encouraged to fove many women, such that by love for one he will be
distracted from his love for the other, as Ovid says: I urge you to have
two lovers, or even more if possible. It is also helpful to change habits
and to meet with friends, to go to places where there are flowering
teadows, hills, woods, scents, and beantiful things to see, birdsong and
instromental music . . . finally, if there is no other remedy, we request
the help and advice of old women, so that she the beloved] should be
defamed and dishonored . . . Find therefore a hideous old woman with
big teeth and a beard, with an ugly and vile dress and who carries under
her lap a cloth soiled with menses; in the presence of the lady, let the
old woman begin to mar the lady’s blouse saying that she is scabby and
a drunkard, that she wets her bed, that she is cpileptic and shameless,
that in her body there are enormous growths full of stench and other
disgusting things about which old women are well informed. If he is not -
persuaded by this, then the old woman should suddenly bring forth the
seiled cloth in front of his face, trying out: thus is your ladyfriend,
thus. And if by this he is not persnaded to abandon her, then he is not a
man, but an incarnate devil !

The attentive reader will have immediately noticed that Gordonio’s deserip-
tion containg nearly ali the elements of the erotic theory that we have attempted
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{o reconstruct in the preceding pages. Above all the phantasmatic aspect of the
amorous experience, which was one of the most tenacious acquisitions of the
love-psychology of the poets, is here expliciily reconfirmed. The disease of
hereos is in Tact located by Gordonio in the imagination, or rather, more pre-
cisely, in the estimativa,® which, in the psychology of Avicenna, is the faculty
situated at the summit of the middle cavity of the brain that apprehends the in-
sensible intentions in sensible objects and judges their goodness or evil, suitabil-
ity or unsuitability. This topological specification is not without import, because
it is precisely this estimative or evatuative faculty [defined as *‘la virtu che con-
sighia / e de I’assenso de’ tener la soglia” (the power that advises / and guards the
threshold of consent)] that Dante evoked to estahlish the liberty anid responsibil-
ity of the love experience in the passage of the Purgatorio (XVIIL.35-36) where,
in the mouth of Virgil, Dante patenily repudiates *‘la gente che’avveta / ciascun
amor in s¢ laudabil cosa’” (the people who confirt / every love as praiseworthy
in itself}. In Dante’s sonnet ““Per quella via che 1a bellezza corre™ (Along that
way which beauty runs) the tower that opens when the soul consents and that is
instead closed before the joyful phantasm of Lisetta, alludes to this faculty,
whose seat is in that same part **dove amore alberga’™ (where love resides).

According to the physicians, the eclipse of this faculty sets in motien the pa-
thology of amor hereos. The error of the estimative facuity (commanding the
imagination, which is, in its turn, placed above the other powers) releases de-
sire,® and desire drives imagination and memory o trn obsessively around the
phantasm that impresses itself ever more strongly, in a vicious circle in whose
arbit Eros comes to assume the dark saturnine mask of the melancholic pathol-
ogy. The exalled overestimation of the object of love, which is among the most
characteristic intaitions of the love poets, finds thus its prosaic explanation pre-
cisely in the defect of the estimative power (‘‘he thinks and believes that she is
the most heautiful, the most venerable, the most extraordinary, and most en-
dowed in body and soul’"}). But even more sui‘prising is finding locus amoentts,
which is perhaps the most persistent and exemplary fopos of Provencal lyric,
among the remedies the physicians most insistently recommended for curing
amor hereos. 1t is beneficial,”” wrote the physician Valesco of Taranta, *“to walk
through meacdows, orchards, and woods with friends and companions, in flow-
efing gardens where birds sing and nightingales are heard . . . ”* The conjunc-
tion of the locus amoenus with the supreme exaltation of amaorous jei (joy, plea-
sure} so characteristic of the poetry of the troubadours, appears in this light as a
kind of self-conscious reversal of, and defiant challenge to, the remedies of fove
recommended by the physicians. Pechaps by way of an analogous deniat of the
therapeutic pretenses of the physicians (*“he shoutd be told something very pleas-
ing. for example that he has been made sencschal or bailiff or that he has been
assigned a large benefice’”), the poets did not tire of repeating that no circum-
stances, not even those of the emperor, compare with the joy of love.
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Even the extravagant cure recommended by Gordonio, that of the ugly‘cmne
who, through the grotesque contrast of her person, dims and extinguishes the ef-
fects of the overestimation of the love object, is not without its counterpart in the
love poetry. Specifically, it permits us to read in a new way Cavalcanti’s sonnet
“*(Guarda, Manetto, quella scrignutuzza’” (Come, Manetto, look upon this scare-
crow), whose playful intent is clarified precisely in reference to an absolutely
serious medical therapy, The radical treatment Guido suggests to Manelto is in
fact precisely that proposed by the doctor of Montpellier: the repugnant sight of
the ““little scarecrow’ next to the “lovely noble lady™ will have the inevitable
effect of curing with a guffaw any love malady or melancholic discase whatso-
ever (‘you wouldn't be in such a fierce rage / or be so anguished because of love
/o1 so wrapped ap in melancholy™). ““And if by this he is not persuaded to aban-
don her,”” the voice of Gordonio’s clinical experience disconsolately concludes,
“‘then he is not a man, but an incarnate devit.”’

In the pathology of amor hereos we also Tind the second essential element of
the theory of love, that is, its pnenmatic character. Arnaldo of Villanova, in the
De amere qui heroyeus nominatur (Of the love called heroic), which is perhaps
the fullest treatment of the subject, traced the cause of the error of the estimative
power 10 4 defect not of the faculty itself, but to is instrument, that is, to the
spirits that flow “*copious and almost boiling’” in the central cavity of the brain,
which does not succeed in cooling them, *‘such that they confuse the judgment
and, ag it were inebriating them, deceive men and lead them astray.””” Precisely
because of this excess of heat and dryness, the forward cell of the brain, in which
the tmagination resides, dries out and retains more stvongly the phantasm that
torments the erotic passton. The whole complex mechanism of sighs, so ceremo-
niously presented in the experience of the poets, finds its detailed pneumatic ex-
planation in the works of the physicians.® .

If what we have said is true, we can affirm that something similar to the love
experience as the poets would come to understand and describe it made its ap-
pearance in Western culture, in a pathological form, as eatly as the ninth century
in the sections on cercbral diseases found in medical treatises. We find almost alt
the elements that characterize the noble love of the poets in the gloomy syndrome
“similar to melancholy’” that the physicians outlined under the rubric of amor
hereos, but with a negative comnotation. This means that the reevaluation of love
effected by the poets beginning in the twelfth century did not arise from a redis-
covery of the ““high™ conception of Eros that the Phaedrus and the Symposium
had bequeathed to the Western philosophical tradition, but from a polarization of
the mortal “*heroic’ disease of the medical tradition that, in the encounter with
what Warburg would have called the “*selective will>? of the period, underwent a
radical semantic reversal. Just as, two centuries later, the humanists, following a
tradition whose emblem has forever fixed itself on the winged genius of Diirer’s
Melencolia, modeled the physiognomy of their loftiest baman ideal, the contem-
plative man, on the grim saturnine features of what an ancient medical tradition
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considered the most wretched of temperaments, 50 too the poets fashioned what
would become the noblest spiritval experience of modern European man in the
mold of a mortal illness of the tmagination. Indeed, given the substantial altinity
between melancholy and amor hereos, we can say that only because the poets,
beginning in the twelfth century, enacted an andacious and radical reversal of the
medical theory of heroic love was it possible for the hwmanists, two centuries
later, to proceed with their own reassessinent of the saturnine temperament.

Thus what had been, in Plato, a clear opposition between two *‘Loves”

{which had a distinct gencalogy going back to fwo Venuses, the celestial and the
vulgar, or pandemia) became in the Western tradition a singie Eros strongly po-
Jarized in the lacerating tendencies between two oppositely valued extremes. The
Treudian idea of the libido, with its essentially unitary consotation but which
may orient itself in opposing directions, appears in this perspective as a late but
iegitimate descendant of the medieval idea of love. And it is to the fact that the
highest moral ideal is indivisible from a “‘low’ and phantasmatic experience,
that we likely owe the ambiguous character of every modern Western conception
of happiness, in contrast to the Greek contemplative ideal of theoria as teleia
endaimonia (perfect happiness), still alive in the medieval concept of the sepa-
rated intellect, That, at least from the twellth century onward, the idea of happi-
ness should appear intertwined with the notion of the restoration of the “‘sweet
piay’” of Edenic innocence —that happiness should be, in other words, insepara-
ble from the project of a redemption and a fulfilment of the corporeal Eros—is
the specific trait (even if rarely perceived as such) of the modern Western con-
ception of happiness. This is in accordance with a code that, formulated alyeady
in Dante’s figare of Matelda, reappears in the Renaissance topic of the ecstatic
dancing “‘nymph’” and has its final symbolic offshoots in the Fétes galantes of
Wattean and the bathers of Cézanne. Although remote from its originary impulse,
the lucid poetic project of love as fulfillment and restoration of Bdenic innocence
still survives unconsciously in the contemporary aspiration fo a liberation of sex-
uality as the condition of happiness.

If it is true that, in the history of culture, the great innovations are frequently
effected departing from elements received from tradition, it is equally true that
the *‘polarizations™ through which a period affirms its own novelty with respect
to the past are, in general, rendered possible by the preexistence, in the bosorm of
the inheritance transmitted by tradivion, as a potential tension, which comes to be
reactualized and polarized in its encounter with the new epoch. (Aby Warburg
used to speak, in this connection, of cultural symbols as “*dynamograms’’ or
electric condensers that transmit an electric charge n all its tension, but without
characterizing it semantically as positive or negative.) Thus the reassessment of
melancholy was certainly one of the means theough which humanism affirmed its
own new attitude toward the world, That reassessmient, however, was indubitably
made possible by the existence, in the classical concept of the black bile, of an
ambiguity that was already present in Aristotle (whose Problems states that those
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who have the most genius belong to this most wretched of femperaments). The
continuity of this ambiguity is attested by, among other things, the double polar-
ity of tristitia-acedia in the pawistic tradition. The pathological figure of amor
hercos also containg in itself such a potential tension, Tu this case, however, the
tension reflects an origin extraneous to the medical orbit in the strict sense that,
through the demonological classification of cosmic theurgy, reconnects itself
with Neoplatenic thought. Thus, despite everything, the dark figure of love as a
disease (and, through it, the poetic theory of love) reattaches itself, albeit by
oblique and mediated ways, to the inheritance of the philosopher who had made
of Jove the highest initiatory experience of the soul. Curiously, this connection
concerns not celestial love, but its homonym on the other side, that *‘love of the
diseased part”” of which the physician Eurixymachus spoke in the Symposium.®
The proof of this origin is furnished by the very name of amor hereps. Lowes
claims that the name hereos derives from a mistaken Latin transcription of
the Greek eros, of which he thinks he discerns traces in a Latin manuscript of the
sixth century containing a highly inaccurate transcription of the Synopsis by the
Greek physician Oribasius. Lowes’s hypothesis, beyond its failure to explain
the singularly bilingual term amor hereos, also disregards the explicit affirma-
tions of the medical sources that invariably anderstand the term hereos through
its assoctation with herus (erusy or heros. The adjective herovens found, among
other places, in Arnaldo of Villanova, can only derive from this term. The se-
mantic convergence of love and the hero, already found in an imaginary etymol-
ogy from Plate’s Cratylus, where Socrates playfully derives the word hero
(herdsy from love (erds) “‘because the heroes are generated by Eros,”’ ™ has been
plausibly fulfilled in the context of a Neoplatonic rebirth of the popular cult of
heroes and of theurgic demonology. The ““spirits of the deceased”” linked to an-
cient local cults,*'and which the Hippocratic treatise on the sacred malady al-
ready listed among the causes of mental sickness, are here inserted in the hier-
archy of the superhuman creatures that proceed from the One and that reveal
themselves in theurgic practices. The De mysteriis of Tamblichus minutely de-
scribes what distinguishes the epiphany and influence of heroes with respect to
demons and to archons, and Proclus, speaking of the demonic hierarchies ecstat-
ically cxtended toward the divine, said that ““the army of the heroes moves
drunken, together with the angels and demons, around beauty.”’ Tn his com-
mentary on the Carme anreo (Golden poem or song) of Pythagoras, Hierocles
defined the heroes as *‘an intermediate race of rational natures who occupy the
place after the immortal gods, precede human nature, and conjoin the latter with
the former.”” In the wake of the fantastic etymology of the Crarylus (but with a
semantic intensification that bears witness to the new role that the heroes played
in the Neoplatonic revival), he explained the phrase *‘iflustrious heroes™ (agarhoi
heroes) of the Pythagorean poem in the following manner: *‘For good reason they
are called iHlustrious heroes, in that they are good (agarhod) and Tuminous {(photeinoi)
and never touched by vice or forgetfulness; heroes (heroes) in that they are loves
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(eroes) and lovers (erotes), as it were the dialectical beloved ones and lovers of
god, who take us from this earthly sojourn and elevate us to the divine city.""?
Frrom this point of view, the heroes were identified by Hierocles with the angels
of Hebrew and Christian theology: *‘Sometines they are also called angels, in
that they manifest and announce to us the rales of the blessed life.”” This passage
shows that the juxtaposition of the here and fove was originally made in a positive
constellation of ideas, and that only through a lengthy historical process, which
inciudes the encounter with theurgic magic and the conflict with Christianity,
does “‘hero-eros’” acquire the negative valuation that survives as sole component
in the medical doctrine of amor hereos.

The passage of the Epinomis where Plato, in classifying five species of living
things and the elements corresponding to them (fire, ether, air, water, earth),
named an intermediate species between the ethersal demons and the earthly crea-
tures probably influenced the construction of the Neoplatonic hierarchy of de-
mons. The passage is as follows:

After them and below them, come in order the daemons and the
creatures of the air (aerion genos), who held the third and midmost
rank, doing the office of interpreters, and should be peculiarly honored
in our prayers that they may transmit comfortable messages. Both sorts
of creature, those of aether and those of air, who hold the rank next to
them, we shall say, are wholly transparent; however close they are to us,
they go undiscerned. Being, however, of a kind that is quick to learn
and of retentive memory, they read all our thoughts and regard the good
and noble with signal favor, but the very evil with deep aversion. For
they are not exempt from feeling pain, whereas a god who enjoys the
fullness of deity is clearly above both pain and pleasure, though
possessed of all-embracing wisdom and knowledge. The universe being
thus full throughout of living creatuses, they all, so we shall say, act as
interpreters, and inferpreters of ail things, to one another and to the
highest gods, seeing that the middle ranks of creatures can flit so lightly
over the earth and the whole universe. [Epinomis, 984¢-983b, in The
Collected Dialogues of Plato, ed, B. Hamilton and H. Cairns
{Princeton; Princeton University Press, 1961), 1526-27]

The mediating function that the Epinomis assigns to the aerial demons corre-
sponds perfectly to what in the Symposium (202¢) is attributed, using almeost the
same words, 10 love (‘‘Posscssing what power?”” . .. “Interpreting and trans-
porting human things to the gods . . . 3.1 It is presumably this correspondence
that has facilitated the movement toward a progressive identification of love and
the aerial demon. A passage of Chalcidius (who transmitted to the Middle Ages
the demonoclogy of the Epinomis) says of the aerial demon: **In that it is closer to
the earth, it is the most suitable to the passions of the affections.”” ' In Apuleius
(who, because of the polemic with Augustine, was quite familiar to Christian
thinkers), although on the one hand the mediating function of the demons and
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their identification with the aerial element are precisely reaffirmed, on the other
hand Love is explicitly classified among the aerial demons and in fact occupies
an eminent position among them: *“There is . . . a higher and more august kind
of demons, who, {reed from the corporeal chains and bonds, are charged with a
deferminate power: among these are Sleep and Love . . . !¢

In Psellus, a father of the church and late Neoplatonic philosopher, the nega-
tive polarity of demonology, already present with an impressive wealth of detail
in Porphyry’s De abstinentia {where, among other things, the elaboration of love
potions is put under the influence of malefic powers), appears already fused with
the doctrine of the phantastic spirit as the vehicle of fascination and falling in.
love. At the same time there is an accentuation of the obscure and sinister char-
acter of the aerial demon, who now becomes the specific agent of the erotic pa-
thology, of its phantasms and ravings. According to this theory, the aerial demon
(known simply as “‘aerial’’) acts on the human phantastic spirit and

as air in the presence of light, assuming form and color, transmits these
to those bodies that are by nature disposed to receive them (as in the
case of mirrors), s0 too the bodies of the demons, taking from the
interior phantastic essence the shapes, colors, and the forms they wish,
transinit them to our spirit, suggesting to us actions and thoughts and
exciting in us forms and memories. They thus evoke images of pleasures
and of passions in both the sleeping and the waking and frequently
arouse our loins and inspire us to unhealthy and evil loves.

The identification of the aerial demon and Eros is so complete that Psellus ex-
plicitly affirmed that the aerial demons shoot **fiery arrows™” that are highly rem-
iniscent of the fiery spiritual darts of the god of love, "’

Tt is not easy to specify at what moment the *‘aeriat demon’ of the Fpinomis,
of Chalcidius, and of Psellus became identified with the “hero’ resuscitated by
the ancient popular cults. Certainly the heroes, according to a tradition that for
Diogenes Laertius goes back as far as Pythagoras, already offer all the charac-
teristics of aerial demonicity: they dwell in the air and inflvence men by inspiring
them with signs indicating disease and health.'® The identification with the aerial
demon is attested by an etymology whose origin is probably Stoic and which is
frequently found in the fathers of the church from Auvgusting on. In book 19,
chapter 21 of the De civitate Dei (The city of God), which contains a passionate
refutation of Neoplatonic theurgy, Augustine defined the Christian martyrs as
““nrostros heroas”™ (our heroes):

“Hero™" is said to be derived from the name of Juno. The Greek name
of Juno is Hera, and that is why one or another of her sons was called
Heros, according t0 Greek legend. This myth evidently signifies, though
in cryptic fashion, that Juno is assigned the power ovér the air . . . QOur
martyrs, in conirast, would be called “*heroes’ if (as I said) the usage
of the Church allowed it, not because of any association with the
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demons in the air, but as the conquerors of those demons, that is, of the
“powers of the air””"”

This triple semantic patrimony Eros-hero-aerial demoen, blending itself with
an ancient medical theory (of which there are already traces in Plutarch and
Apuleius)™ that conceived of love as a disease, emerges in the sinister and **de-
moniac’’ image of an Fros that Plutarch, cutside of any Christian influence, al-
ready described as a small monster equipped with fangs and claws.®’ Thus in the
context of Meoplatonic fradition a “*low’” figure of Eros-hero-aerial demon had
already taken shape, which undermined men by inspiring in them insane pas-
sions. This figure, joined with the ancient Hippocratic belief that saw in the he-
roes & cause of mental illoess, is probably the source, if not the very formulation
amor hereos of the medical tradition, then at least of its interpretation as amor
heroyeus, heroic love.? Heroic love is not initially the noblest and loftiest love,
but the low and dark passion inspired by the hero-aerial demon. Just as the hu-
moral theory of melancholy was linked to the sinister influence of the noonday
demon (the reincarnation of Empusa, a figure belonging to the spectral retinue of
Hecate, who was also a cause, according to Hippocrates, of nightmares and men-
tal disease}, so the medical doctrine of ameor hereos expressed the pathological
and negative polarity of the influences of Eros-hero-aerial demon. This heroic-
demoniac figure of Eros, with fangs and claws, must have furnished the icono-
graphic model for that “‘lowly and mythographic™ Cupid that Panofsky thought
to be at the origin of the representation of Love with claws in place of feet in the
Giottesque allegory of chastity and in the fresco in the castle of Sabbioneta, He
attempted to reconstitute its prototype through the illustration of the Docwmenti
d’amore of Francesco of Barberino, which shows Love, with claws and with a
bow, standing on a galloping horse. Panofsky did not succeed in identifying the
madel of this curious iconographic type, but he held that it “‘must have been
imagined well before Barberino wrote his treatise, though certainly not before
the thirteenth century.””® In reality, as we have seen, a “‘demonic’” image of
Eros had already been fashioned --at least in the literary sources—in late antig-
uity, within the orbit of Neoplatonic thewrgy. This image led Plutarch to attribute
fangs and claws to Eros; it aiso, at a certain point, had been included in the med-
ical theory of amor hereos. The origin of the unusual motif of Eros standing on
a horse should likely be sought in the context of idolopoietic theurgy, in a pas-
sage of Prochus.® We must learn to see these obscure and demonic traits behind
the noble appearance of the god of love of the poets. Only if it is understood that
the theory of Tove is a bold polarization of “*heroie-demonic’’ love and of love as
a disease will it be possible to measure the revolutionary and novel character of
a conception of love that despite changes during the passing of seven centuries, is
still, with all of its ambiguities and contradictions, substantially ours. Only this
proximity to a morbid and demonic experience of the imagination can at least
partially explain the medieval discovery of the phantasmatic character of the pro-
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cess of love, which had remained so peculiarly obscured in the classical tradition.
If, instead, a “*high’* model (for example, Platonizing Christizn mysticism, and
heyond that, the Platonic theory of celestial love) is posited as an origin, then we
cannot understand what is unique and specific in the discovery of the poets. Tt
should not be forgotten, of course, that a positive polarity was potentially im-
plicit, as we have seen, in the same cnltural tradition in which the *‘lowly”” image
of Bros had been forming, from Neoplatenic thewrgy to prewrno-phantasmology.
Fust as Neoplatonic phantasmatic theurgy had certainly contributed to the forma-
tion of erotic soterielogy, so too the reevaluation of the ‘‘phantastic spirit,”
achieved in the alchemical crucible in which Neoplatonisin joined itself in fertile
union to Christian thought, has undoubtedly influenced the poetic reevaluation of
love, tn fact the positive polarization of Eros coincides in the poets with the
decline of its phantasmatic character. If the physicians suggested coitus as
the principal cure for amor hereos and recommended whatever might withdraw
the patient from his or her ““false imagination,” the love of the poets was instead.
rigorously and obsessively maintained within the phantasmatic circle. Thus the
“mortal matady” of the imagination must be traversed completely, without
avoiding or skipping, because, along with lethal danger, it also contains the ul-
timate possibility of salvation, From this point of view, Narcissus and Pygmalion
appear as the two extreme emblems between which is situated a spiritual expe-
rience whose cructal problem can be formulated in the following questions: How
can one recover from amor hereos without transgressing beyond the phantasmatic
circle? How can one appropriate the unappropriable object of love (that is, of the
phantasm) without ending up like Narcissus {(who succumbs to his own love for
an ymage) or like Pygmalion (who loved a lifeless image)? How, that is, can Fros
find its own place between Narcissus and Pygmalion?
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Chapter 16 |
The “Joy That Never Ends”

Eio a lui: «I” mi son un che, quando
Amor mi spira, noto, € a quel medo
ch’e’ ditta dentro vo significando».

{And I to him: “*I am one who, when
Love inspires me, takes note, and in the manner
that he dictates within I go signifying.’”]

This tercet of the Purgatorio (XXIV.52-54) has been so often cited and com-
mented on that any attempt to make it speak in a new way may rightly appear
foolhardy. Yet if it is placed agaiust the background of what we have attempted to
bring to light in the preceding chapters, the verses shed their metaphoric charac-
ter and no longer appear merely as a scarcely credible anticipation of the Roman-
tic theory of immediate expression or of the modern poetics of the objectification
of feelings, but rather as a rigoreus development of the pneumatological doctrine
in a concept of the poetic sign that is in fact the keystone of the entire paeumo-
phantastic edifice.

The exegesis of this passage has generally been dominated by the semantic
snggestion implicit in the interpretation of the expression “Amor mi spira’ ac-
cording to the vague metaphorical meaning of the verb ispirare (1o inspire) in
modern usage as “‘to infuse or instill,”” This expression should instead be re-
stored to the context of a pnewmatological culture in which the metaphorical
sense was 1ot yet divided from the proper one. In the context of preumatic psycho-
physiology, it would be sufficiently clear from the preceding chapters that we
can understand Dante’s use of the ltalian verb spirare here by its more common
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meaning, “‘to breathe.”’ Love “breathes™ (spira) because if is essentially and
properly a **spiritnal motion’” (to use Dante’s own expression), just as the word
“spirtt’’ {spirifo), in Dante’s Stilnovist vocabulary, should always be understood
in reference to a culture that immediately perceived in thie torm the entire gamut

_of pneomatic (or rather, preumo-phantasmatic) resonances,

Nevertheless, in the passage at hand, Dante undoubtedly links the (in)spira-
tion of love to a theory of the Tinguistic sign: indeed he defines his own making
of poetry as the notation and signification of the dictation of inspiring love. How
can the (in)spiration of love, that is, the pneumo-phantasmatic character of the
process of love, be the foundation of a theory of poetic language? The answer to
this question presupposes the reconstruction of a chapter of medieval semiology
that is an integral part of the theory of the “‘phantastic spirit’” and that constitutes
perhaps the most original contribution brought by the poets of the stil nuovo to
that theory.

The definition of language as a sign is not, as is well known, a discovery of
maodern semiology, Before its formulation by the thinkers of the Stoa, it was al-
ready implicit in the Aristotelian definition of the human voice as semantikos
psophos, *‘significant sound.”” We read in the De anima: **Not every sound pro- |
duced by the animal is voice (a sound can be produced with the tongue, or even
coughing), but it is necessary that whoever makes the air vibrate should be ani-
mate and have phantasms; the voice is in fact a significant sound and not only air
that ig breathed . . . " (4206). The “‘semantic’’ character of human language is
thus explained by Axistotle in (erms of the psychological theory that we know,
with the presence of a mental image or phantasm, so that, if we wish to transcribe
into Aristotelian terms the algorithm now usually used to represent the notion of
sign (87, where s is the signifier and § the signified), it would be configured as
follows: P/s, where s is sound and P the phantasm.

The Aristotelian definition of language s reiterated in a passage of the De
interpretatione that has exercised so decisive an influence on medieval thought
that it may be said that all of medieval semiology developed as a commentary
upon it. In Boethius’s Latin translation the passage reads as follows: *'sunt ea,
quae sunt in voce, earum. quae sunt in anima passionum, notag’” (those things
that are in the voice are the signs of the passions in the soul). The expression
*“*pagsions in the soul”” would seem to refer, according to the definition of the De
anima, to the imsages of the phantasy, but if we keep in mind the ambiguous status
of the phantasy in Aristotle’s thought, suspended in the no-man’s-land between
sensation and intellection, it will not surprise us that disputes regarding the pre-
cise meaning of the words *‘passions in the soul’” were quick to flare up. In his
commentary on the De interpretatione Bogthiug discussed these disputes, writing
that “‘some hold that the words signify the sensations, others, the phantasms,”’
Following an intellectualistic tradition that would later characterize the scholastic
theory of language, he polemicized at length with the defenders of this interpie-
tation, attempting to demonstrate that by “‘passions in the soul” Aristotle in-
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tended neither the sedsations nor the phantasms, but the intellections: ‘Nowns
and verbs do not signify something imperfect, but perfect; therefore Aristotle
rightly affirms that everything concerning nouns and verbs is not the sign of sen-
sations or imaginations, but only the qualities of the intelligibles,””!

This interpretation of the Aristotelian theory of language in scholastic semi-
ology is perfectly exemplified in the De fnferpretarione of Albertus Magnus.
Here the theory of the sign is articulated according to the gradations of the psy-
chological process by now familiar to us:

The external object impresses itself and acts in some way on the soul
and inflicts on it a passion, since the soul is passive and receptive with
respect to the mind and the intellect. And, since the intellect undergoes
and receives from the external ihing in such a way, the forms and the
intentions produced in the soul from things are called passions. And since
articulated words cannot be formed if not by that which understands and
conceives the external object and receives the passion according to the
form of the thing known, the words are brought into being by the
intellect: the intellect does not constitute the articulated word except to
signify the species of the thing and the passion that it conceives within
itself from the thing . . . Thus what is in the word, constituted by the
intellect to signify, is a notation of the passions received in the soul
from things; the thing in fact generates its species in the soul, and the
intellect, informed of this species, institutes the word. Because of this
the passion of the soul is a species of the thing; and the signifying word
instituted by the intellect, when thus informed, expresscs the notation of
the passion which is in the soul. So the same word becomes the sign
and the similitude of the thing in he who hears it. Therefore that which
i§ the nogggion of the passion on the lips of the speaker, is the sign and
the similbiggde of the things in the ears of the listener. Tn this way words
are the notations of the passions that are in the sonl.”

The intellectualistic stamp that had led Boethius to exclude the phantasm from
the sphere of the signiﬁgd, is emphasized by Albert to the point of denying the
relevance, for a theory of the linguistic sign, of the **passions of the mind™” in the
sense that we give this expression today, Albert in fact distinguished two senses
of the term ““passion’”:

In one sense we call passion the form that the object impresses on the
passive power, whether it be sensible or intelligible, as the visible object
inflicts a passion on the sense and the intelligible object on the possible
intellect. In another sense we call passion a motion of the soul by which
it is moved through the body and manifests its motion with the
movements of the spirit and the blood, as one says the passion of wrath,
the passion of concupiscence, the passicns of joy, sadness, mercy, tear,
and other things of the kind; in that sense in which we say, in other
words, to suffer what is moved according to the diastole and systole of
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the heart: but it is not in this sense that we are here speaking of
passion.?

Against the background of this theory of the linguistic sign we should situate
what Dante says in the tercet of the Purgatovio that we are examining. From this
point of view, his words do not appear to contain at first glance any new ele-
ments: *‘F take note’”” and ‘I go signifying'’ in fact correspond precisely to the
scholastic definition of language as notation and sipgn of a passion of the soul, But
a more attentive examination reveals a radical divergence from the scholastic def-
inition. The scholastic interpretation, as we have seen, identified the passio an-
imae (passion of the soul) with the species intelligibilis (intelligible species) and
affirmed the intellectual origin of linguistic signs. explicitly excluding the mofus
spirinm (movements of the spixit)—wrath, desire, joy, and so on—from the
orbit of the theory of language. Dante instead characterized poetic expression
precisely as the dictation of an inspiring love. In doing so, however, he did not
express an individual intuition or an art of poetry, but, by sitvating himself out-
side of scholastic semiology, reinserted the theory of language into that pneumo-
phantastic doctrine that we have seen play such an essential part in the love lyric.

In the context of this theory, the voice appeared from the outset as a pneamatic
current originating in the heart, which, passing through the larynx, excited the
motion of the tongue. In his De Hippoeritis et Platonis placitis, Galen dwelled at
length on the physiology of the human voice, and informs us in minute detail of
the dispute dividing those who argued that the vocal pneumna originated in the
heart from those who placed its origin instead in the brain.* If we keep it mind
the pnewmatic nature of the phantasm (the “‘phantastic spirit’") that is, at once,
the ¢rigin and the object of the erotic desire, defined, in its turn, as a “*spirtual
motion,”” the connection of tanguage with the (in)spiration of love will once
again appear a coherent and complex doctrine, one that iz al the same time a
physiology, a doctrine of the **beatitude of love’” and a theory of the poetic sign.
This explaing why the link of the (in)spiration of love with poetic language is
affirmed pot only in Dante, but should be a conmmonplace among the fove poets,
for whom the voice, mareover, is explicitly said to proceed from the heart.” We
can thus easily understand why, in the works of Cavalcanti, it is the *‘spints”
who speak, and why Cino, in a sonnet that seems to take up and refine Dante’s
program, could say of love that ““dal suo spirito procede / che parla in me, cid-
ch’io dico rimando™ (from its spirit proceeds / that speaks in me, what I say in
thyme).?

The pnemmatic doctrine that posited the spirit as quid medinm between soul
and body and thus attempted to {ill in the metaphysical fracture between visible
and invisible, corporeal and incorporeal, appearance and essenice, and to make
speakable and understandable “‘the union of these two substances’” that, in the
words of William of St, Thierry, “*God has sorrounded with mystery,”” was redi-
rected by the love poets. They sitnated poefic language, insofar as its production
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is a pneumatic activity, in the mediating position that had belonged to ““spirit.”
By conceiving of poetry as the dictation of inspiring love, they thus came to con-
fer on it the highest status that could be attributed to it, siteating the space of the
poem, in the imaginary Jacob’s ladder of Hugh of St. Victor, at the extreme limit
of the corporeal and incorporeal, sensible signifier and rafional stgnification,
whese, just as the pbantasy does for Hugh, poetry *‘informs the corporeal spirit
and confes into contact with the rational spirit,”””

Eros and poetry, desire and poetic sign are thus Hnked and involved through
their comman participation in a preumatic circle within which the poetic sign, as
it arises from the spirit of the heart, can immediately acdhere both to the dictation
of that ““spirityal motion” that is love, and to its object, the phantasm impressed
in the phantastic spirits. In this way, the poets freed themselves from the *“pri-
mordial positing of the signified and the signifier as two orders distinguished and
separated by a barvier resisting signification,” which, in its fidelity to the origi-
nal metaphysical positing of the word as “‘signifying sound,”” governs every
Western conception of the sign,® The pneumatic link, uniting phantasm, word,
and desire, opens 2 space in which the poetic sign appears as the sole enclosure
offered to the fulfillment of love and erotic desire in their roles as the foundations
and meaning of poetry, in a circulation whose utopian topology can be imper-
fectly exemplified in the following diagram:

/’——* desire
phantasm  Joi damor

word

This can also be displayed as a Borromean knot where desire and word are pulled
together by the phantasm:

desire

VoY%

phantasm w\ord

The inclusion of the phantasm and desire in language is the essential con-
dition in order that poetry can be conceived as joi d'amor (joy of love, love’s
joy). Poetry is then propetly joi d’amer because it is the signtig (chamber) in
which the beatttude of love is celebrated.” Dante expressed this singular mutual
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implication of Eros and poetic language with his usual clarity when he affirmed,
in a fundamental passage of the Vite Nuova, that the goal and the beatitude of his ™
tove are to be found in *‘those words that praise my lady”™” (XVII! 6). If Dante
could say that the fulfillment of love lies in the poetic word and, at the same time,
conceive of poetry as love’s (in)spiring dictation, it is because this hermeneutic
circle contains the most essential trath of the dolce stil nuova—which, in distin-
guishing itself from scholastic semiology, appears as the supreme achievement of
pneumo-phantasmology. _

In this way the poetic word was presented as the site whete the fracture be-
tween desire and its unattainable object (which medieval psychology, with its
profound intuition, had expressed through its tdentification of Eros with the
youth ““who 30 much loved his shadow, that he died””) is healed, and the mortal -
“heroic”” disease, through which love assumes the satuinine mask of melan-
cholic delitium, celebrates its rescue and ennoblement. That versuion recitatio
(recitation of verses) and cantus sew instrumentorunt suavitas (sweetness of song
or ingtruments) that the physicians advised as remedies for amor hereos thus be-
came the instruments of a superior spiritnal “‘healing.”” In poetic practice,
understood as the signification of the (in)spiration of love, Narcissus in fact suc-
ceeds in obiaining his own image and in satisfying his fol amonr in a circle where
the phantasin generates desire, desire is translated into words, and the word de-
fines a space wherein the appropriation of what could otherwise not be appropri-
ated or enjoyed is possible. This is the circle where phantasm, desire, and word
weave themselves together “‘as tongues enlace in the kiss,”!? of a love that **sua
semper sine fine cognoscit augmenta’ (always knows its increase without end)'!
and that constitutes the greatest possible approximation in this life to the “‘sweet
play™ of innocent love in Eden. :

The legacy that the love lyric of the Duecento has imparted to Furopean cul-
ture is not, however, so much a certain conception of love as the nexus of Eros
and poetic language, the entrebescamen of desire, phantasm, and poetry in the
topos cutopos of the poem. I one wished to seek, in the exemplary wake of Leo
Spitzer, a trait érernel (eternal signature) of Romance poetry, this nexus could
certainty furnish the paradigm capable of explaining not only the frobar clus as a
“‘specifically Romance tendency toward precious form,”'* but also the analo-
gous tension in Romance poetry in the direction of the self-sufficiency and ab-
soluteness of the poetic text. The frobar is clus because the endless union of
desire and its object is celebrated in its closed pneumatic circle; the typically me-
dievat conception of the phantasmatic character of love finds its resolution and
fulfillment in poctic practice. Over the course of a poetic process whose emblem-
atic temporal extremes are Petrarch and Mallarmé, this essential textual tension
of Romance poetry will displace its center from desire to mourning: Eros wilt
yield to Thanatos its impossible love object s0 as to recover it, through a subtle
and funereal sirategy, as lost object, and the poem will become the site of
an absence yet nonetheless draws from this absence its specific authority. The
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“rose’” whose quest govérns the poem of Jean de Meung thus becomes [absenre
de 1out bouguet (the absent from any and all bouquets).that exalts in the text its
disparition vibratoire (vibratory disappearance) so as to mourn a desire impris-
oned like a **swan®’ in the ‘““ice’ of its own dispossession.

But in the poetry of (in)spiring fove - whose situation on the highest finial of
the pneumoe-phantasmological edifice has been the goal of our rescarch—desire,
supported by a conception that constitutes the sole coberent attempt in Western
thought to overcome the metaphysical fracture of presence, celebrates, for per-
haps the last time in the history of Western poetry, its joyful and incxhaustible
“*spiritual union” with its own object of love, with that *‘joy that never ends.”
This remains the always vital and luminous project against which our poetic cul-
ture will have to measure itself, it and when it succeeds in stepping backward and
beyond iself toward its own origin.
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tone d’Arerza, in Poedi del dolee stil nove, 244: “"giolosa gioi”,”” *‘gioia in cui viso e gioi’ tant’am-
orosa,”” *gioi” di dire.”’ .

In the expression joi d’amor the genitive is to be taken also in the subjeclive sense: poetry is
“love's joy”’ as the Greek statues were agalma tou theow, image and Joy of the god (agalma derives
from agallomai, *“Lrejoice, exult’”). The love poetry of the thirteenth century, with the preeminence
it accords to the image of the heart, appears from this poiat of view as a Nackleben (afterife) of
Gieek statuary, in the sense in which Clement of Alexandria (Protrepticus, chap. 4} could say that the
god of the Christians is an agebno nacton, a mental image. On the concept of agalma, see there-

=

flections of Kerényt in Agalma, etkon, cidolon.
The usage of the word “stanza’” to indieate a part of the canzone or poern derives from the Arabi¢
term bayt, which means *“dweBing place,”” ““tent,” and at the same time *“verse,” According (o Arab
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authors, bayr also refers to the principa) verse of 2 poem composed in praise of a person to whom one
wishes to expriss desive, and in particular the verse in which the object of desire is expressed, (See
the entry for bayr in B. W. Lane, Arab-English Dictionary.)

10. Consider the hoantiful image of Bernart Marti (ed, Hoepffner, Pasis,. 1929, 1) “C’ausi
vanc entrebescant £ los motz e 1 so afinant / lengw’entrebeseada / es en la baizada’ (Thus I go inter-
weaving / words and finishing the sound: / the tongue js woven / in the kiss). The topological weave
cf this entrehescanen of love is expressed in cremplary fashion in the hieroglyphic of Horapallo thay
signifies ““Love.” See Ori Apollinis Niliaci, De secris Aegvpriorom notis, Parisiis, 1574, 55r and the
figrure z)ppn.ﬂiw’ the frontispicce; see also figures 24 and 25,

L, “Amorenin iste sun semper sine fine cognoscit augmenta, ef ejns exercuisse actus acminem
poenituisse cognovimns” (This love leayé knonwes its increase withont end, and we never heard that
anyone regretted having performed jls act), from Andreas (:"nppcllmmﬁ, De eomore, 10, 6. This is the
“gioi che mai non fina’” oy that never ends} of Ghuida delle Colonne (Poeri def dreecnto, 993,

L2, Leo Spitzer, Linterpretazione Fnguistica delfe apere letierarie, in Critica stifistica e semean-
tica storica {(Bari, 1965), 66, :



Part 1V
The Perverse Imige:
Semiology from the Point of View of the Sphinx

The perverse image seemed both and neither . . .
Dante, Inferno XXV.77-78



Chapter 17
Oedipus and the Sphinx

LY. The essence of the emblematic fradition is so extraneous to the. ideotogy
prevalent today hat, despite the exeroplary defense of Benjamin,! its rigorous
exposition is again necessary. The studies that, following the fruitful path of Aby
Warburg, have on more than one occasion focused oun the emblematic project,
have not only failed to make it more familiar, but, if possible, have made it more
foreign to us.” In this case, what was hiding in the detail was not, in fact, the
“good God’” hut the vertiginous space of that which, before the veil was re-
moved that distorted its contours, necessarily appeared as a Satanic fall of intel-
ligence and as a demonic distortion of the nexus that unites every creature to its
own form, every signifier to its own signified. In his Aestherics, Hegel inter-
preted the ““umeasiness’™ our culture experiences with regard to symbols: ““in
themselves alone these productions say nothing to us; they do not please us or
satisfy us by their immediate appearance, but by themselves they encourage us to
advance beyond them to their meaning which is something wider and deeper than
they are’” {G. W. E Hegel, Acstherics, trans. T. M, Knox (Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versily Press, 1975), 1:308)]. After defining the symbol as a sign, that is, as the
unity of a signified and its expression, Hegel then identified ies specific character
in the persistence of a “‘partial discord”” and a “*struggle’’ within the sign be-
tween form and signification.*

The same “‘uneasiness’* that the symbolic form brings scandalously to light
has accompanied Western reflection on signification since the beginning, and its
metaphysical residue has been absorbed, withont benefit of inventory, by modern
semiology. Insofar as the deality of thing manifesting and thing manifested is
implicit in the sign, it remains something double and fragmented, but insofar as

135



136 11 QEDIPUS AND THE SPHINY

this duality is manifested in the one sign, it is rather something rejoined and
united, The symbolic, the act of recognition that reunites what is divided, is also
the digbolic that continually transgresses and exposes the truth of this knowl-
edge. '

The foundation of this ambiguity of signifying resides in that original fracture
of presence that is inseparable from the Western experience of being. Because of
that fracture, all that comes 1o presence comes thete as to the place of a deferral
and an exclusion, in the sense that its manifestation is simultaneously a conceal-
ment, and its being present, a lack. This originary co-belonging (coapparte-
nenzay of presence and absence, of appearance and concealinent was expressed
by the Greeks in their intaition of truth as "alétheia (revelation), and on the ex-
perience of this fracture the discourse that we still call with the Greek name *“love
of wisdom’” is founded. Only because presence is divided and unglued is some-
thing like “‘signifying’” possible; and only because there is atl the origin not plen-
itude but deferral {whether this is taken to méan the opposition of being and
appearance, the harmony of opposites, or the ontological difference between be-
ing {Sein) and an entity {(Sciende) is these the need to philosophize.

Early on, however, this fracture was dismissed and eclipsed through its meta-
physical interpretation as the refation of truer being to less true, of paradigm to
copy, of latent to sensible manifestation. In the reflection on language, which has
always been par excellence the plane on which the experience of the original
fracture is projected, this interpretation is crystallized in the notion of the sigi as
the expressive unity of the signifier and the signified. In this way the fracture of
presence tak€$ on the aspect of a process of “*signification,’” and signification is
interpreted on the basis of the unity of the signifying form and the signified con-
tent joined one o the other in a relation of ““manifestation”” {or eclipsa). This
interpretation, whose possibility is only implicit in the Aristotelian definition of
language as semantikos psophos (signifying sound), acquires normative value in
the course of the nineteenth century in the constitution of a dogma that today still
prevents access to an authentic waderstanding of signification. According to this
coneeption, which has found in aesthetics its exemplary crystallization, the high-
est relation between form and the signified, and that to which every signification
generally tends, is that in which the sensible appearance is wholly identified with
the signified and the signified is wholly absorbed in its manifestation. To thig
petfect wnity, in which the signified is still in part hidden, the symbolic is op-
posed as something imperfect that must be superseded, Hegel, in his Aesthefics,
identified the work of art as the model for such a superseding of the symbol:

The symbelic, that is o say, in owr meaning of the word, at once stops
short of the point where, instead of indefinite, general, abstract ideas, it
is free individuality which constitutes the content and form of the
representation, . . . Meaning and sensuous representation, imner and
outer, matter and form, are in that evént no fonger distinet from one
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another; they do not anpounce themselves, as they do in the strictly
symbolic sphere, as merely related but as one whole in which the
appearance has no other essence, the essence no other appearance,
outside or alongside itself. (Aesthetics 1:313)

The original deferral of presence, which is properly what deserved to be ques-
tioned, g thus dismissed and confined in the apparent evidence of the expressive
convergence between form and content, exterior and interior, manifestation and
latency, although nothing in principle requires the consideration of **signifying”’
as an *‘expression’” or an *‘eclipse.”” In modern semiology, the forgetting of the
original fracture of presence is manifested precisely in what ought to betray it,
that 1s, in the bar (/) of the graphic 8/s. That the meaning of this bar or barrier is
Coﬁstantly left in shadow, thus hiding the abyss opened between signifier and sig-
nified, constitutes the foundation of that **primordial positing of the signified and
the signifier as two orders distinguished and separated by a barrier resisting sig-
nification,”’ @ posiion that has governed Western reflection on the sign from the
outset, like & hidden overtord. From the point of view of signification, metaphys-
ics is nothing but the forgetting of the originary difference between signifier and
signified. BEvery semiology that fails to ask why the barvier that establishes the
possibility of signifying should itself be resistant to signification, falsifies, with
that omission, its 0w most authentic intention. In Saassure’s formula, “linguig-
tic unity is double,” the accent has been piaced now on the pole of the signifier,
now on that of the signified, without ever putting into guestion the paradox, in-
superable for Saussare, that had testified on behalf of his own formulation.
Whether the relation indicated by the barrier is in fact conceived as a conven-
tional substitution or as the amorous aesthetic embrace of form and signified, in
either case what remains ohscured is precisely the abyss of the original division
of presence over which signification installs itself, The guestion that femains
unasked is the only one that deserved to be formulated: why is presence deferred
and fragmented such that something like “*signification” even becomes possible?

1.2. The origin of this dissimulation—e(Tected by the expressive unity of sighi-
fier and signified —of the fracture of presence was prefigured by the Greeks in a
mythologeme that has always held a particular fascination for our culture. In the
neychoaralytical interpretation of the myth of Oedipus, the episode of the.
Sphinx, although necessarily of essential importance for the Greeks, remains ob-
stinately in the shadows; but it is precisely this aspect of the life of the hero that
must here be put in the foreground. The son of Lajus resolves in the simplest way
““the enigma proposed by the ferocious jaws of the virgin,”* showing the hidden
meaning behind the enigmatic signifier, and, with this act alone, plunges the
half-human, half-feral monster into the abyss. The Eberating tenching of Oedipiss
is that what s uncanny and frightening in the enigma disappears as soon as its
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utterance is reduced to the transparency of the relation between the signified and
its form, which the signified only apparently succeeds in escaping.

Mevertheless, what we can discern in the archaic enigmas shows not onty that
the signified must not have preexisted its formulation {as Hegel believed), but
that the knowledge of that formulation was in fact unessential. The supposition of
a solution ““hidden’” in the enigma belongs to a subsequent age that no longer
understpod what the enigma brought to language, that no longer had any knowl-
edge of enigmas except in the degraded forms of the riddle and the guessing
game. Not only was the enigma thought to be much more than mere amusement,
but experience of it always meant the risk of death.” .

What the Sphinx proposed was not simply something whose signified is hid-
den and veiled under an “‘enigmatic’” signifier, but a mode of speech in which the
original fracture of presence was alluded to in the paradox of a word that ap-
proaches its object while keeping it indefinitely at a distance. The ainos (story,
fable} of the ainigma is not only obscurity, but a more original mode of speaking.
Like the labyrinth, like the Gorgon, and like the Sphinx that ufters it, the enigima
helongs to the sphere of the apotropaic, that is, to a protective power that repels
the uncanny by atiracting it and assuming it within itself. The dancing path of the
labyrinth, which leads into the heart of that which is held at a distance, is the
model of this relation with the uncanny that is expressed in the enigma.®

If the above is true, the sin of Oedipus is not so much incest as it is hubris
toward the power of the symbolic.in general (the Sphinx is thus truly, according
to Hegel’s suggestion, *‘the symbol of the symbolic’™), which he has misper-
ceived by interpreting its apotropaic intention as the relation of an oblique signi-
fter and a hidden signified. Oedipus’s gestore inacgurates a breach in language
whose metaphysical legacy is extensive: on the one hand, the symbolic discourse
of the Sphink, whose essence is coding and concealment, and which employs
*improper”’ terms; on the other hand, the transparent discourse of Oedipus, em-
ploying proper terms, which is expression or decoding. Oedipus thus appears in
our culture as “‘civilizing hero’” who, with his answer, provides the enduring
maodel for the interpretation of the symbolie. (This model is related to the “‘sig-
nifying’” of alphabetic writing, whose invention the Greek tradition attributed to
the ancestor of Oedipus, Cadmus, whose descendants maintained a relation with
writing and signification that has not yet been studied. The son of Cadmus, Poly-
dorus, is also called Pinacos, “‘the man of the written tablets,”” and Labdacus,
father of Laius, derives his name from the letter lambda. All of this testifies to the
importance of this aspect of the mythologeme, which Freudian interpretation has
left in the dark.} Every interpretation of signifying as the relation of manifesta-
tion or expression (o, inversely, of coding and eclipse) between a signifier and a
signified (and both the psycheanalytic theory of the symbol and the semiotic the-
ory of language belong to this type) places ifself necessarily under the sign of
Oedipus; under the sign of the Sphinx must be placed every theory of the symbol
that, refusing the model of Oedipus, focuses its attention above all on the barrier
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between signifier and signified that constitutes the original problem of significa-
tion. '

Next to this Oedipal dismissal of the original fracture of presence, another in-
terpretation does in fact remain in reserve, so to speak, in the tradition of Western
thought. This alternative appears at an early date in the light of the Heraclitean
project of an utterance that neither “*hides’” nor “‘reveals’ but rather “‘signifies”
the unsignifiable conjunction (synapsis) between presence and absence, between
the signifier and the signified. Heraclitus frequently —and the practice earned
him his reputation for obscurity —referred to such utterance by establishing prox-
imities between contraries and by creating oxymorons in which opposites do not
exclude each other, but point toward their invisible contact points.7 )

From this point of view it is significant that Aristotle, in order to characterize
the enigma, employed an expression that undoubtedly retraces what Heraclitus
said about putting together opposites. In the Poerics (38a), Avistotle defined the
enigma as a fo adynaia synapsai, *'a putting together of impossible things.”” For
Heraclisus, every signifying is, in that sense, a ta adynata syrapsai, and every
authentic signifying is always “‘enigmatic.”” The divine semainein, to which
fragment 93 alludes, cannot in fact be interpreted in the sense that metaphysics
has rendered familiar, as a relation of manifestation (or eclipse) between sighifier
and signified, exterior and interior, but, on the contrary, ifs intention is charac-
terized precisely in opposition to the fegein (saying) and to the kryprein (hiding),
as a glimpse into the abyss opened between signifier and signified, all the way to
the “*god’’ that appears between them . *

This glimpse is what a semiclogy freed from the mark of Oedipus and faithful
to the Sanssurian paradox would finally bring to the ““barrier resistant to gigni-
fication.”” This barrier, without itself ever coming into language, dominates
Western reflection on the sign, and its dismissat is the foundation for the primor-
dial position of the signifier and the signified.that belongs in an essential way to
metaphysics. By permitting itself to be captared in the labyrinth, drawn in by the
ainos of the emblematic form, this chapter has attempted to point toward the
originary apotropaic stage of language in the heart of the fracture of presence, in
which a colture that had paid its debt to the Sphinx could find a new model of
signification.

Notes

1. The defense alluded 10 here is that contained in the Urspriing des dentschen Teawerspicl
(1928 (Frankfurt am Main: Sarkamp, 1963). This is surely the Jeast popular of Benjomin’s works,
but it is perhaps the omly one in which he fulfilled his most profound Intentions. Tn its structure, this
work reproduces the laceration of the emblem to such an extent that one can say of emblem what
Benjamin himself said of allegory: “Allegory opens into nothingness. Bvil touf court, which allegory
oversees as 4 permanent profundity, exists only within allegory, s only and exchosively allegory it
signifies something different from what it is. In other words, it signifies precisely the nonbeing of
what it represents . . Knowledge about evil has no object . . . 1t is gossip in the profound sense
that Kietkeganrd intended this word.”



140 1 OEDBIPUS AND THE SPHINX

2. Warburg's intercst in symbols naturalty Jed him to become inferested in impresas, emblems or
devices accompanied by mottoes, His pecaliar approach to images can indeed be characterized by say-
tng that ke Iooked at every image as if it were an impresa that transmitted to the colloetive memory an
engram charged with vital tension.

On gmblems, in addifion to the study of Mario Praz, Snedies in Sevente enth (,emurv fmagery,
Studies of the Warbnrg Instifute, vol. 3 (London, 1939), see, among others, B. H. Gombrich,
“leomes Symbaliene, The Visual Image in Neoplatonic Thought,”” Jonrmal of the Warbirg and Cour-
tandd Toseinere 11 (1048), and R. Klein, ““La théorie de Uexpression figurée dans les traités italiens
sur ]es imprese,”’ Bibliotheque d' Himmanisme et Renatssance, val. 19 (1957).

. “Thus when we first enter the world of [symbolism], our Tooting is not really secure; we feel
lhdi we are wondering ammgst prehlvis’ (Acsthorics 1308).

4. ““If we ask, within these houndaries which have been indicated, for a narrower prmmplP of
division for sembalic art, then, in so far as syrabolic art just struggles towards true meanings and
their correspending made of configmnion, it is in general a battle between the content which still
resists true art and the foro which is not homngenequs with the content either, . In this respect the
whole ef symbolic art may be understood as a conlinuing struggle for compatibility of meaning and
shape, and the different levels of this struggle are not so much different kinds of symbelic art as
stages and modes of one and the same contradiction [of incompatibility between mieaning and
shape]”’ (Aesthetics 1:317-18),

5. The inability to resalve the enigma had as its consequence death by despair. According to
Greek tradition, Homer and Calchas died rhir way.

6. On the closeness of the dance and the lahyrinth, see Keréuyi, Lobyrinth-Studien {Zurich,
1950), 77: *“All rescarch on the Iabyrinth cught properly fo begin with the dance.”

7. Herachitus (fragment 10): ““Things put together (svnapseisy: whole-vot whole, concordant-dis-
cordant, consonant-dissanant; from all things the one and from the one all things.”

8. *““The Lord, whose oracle is at Delphi, neither says (feged) nor coneenls (kraprei), but significs
(sermatned).”

Chapter 18
The Proper and the Improper

IL3. The originary doubleness of the metaphysical conception of signifying
manifests itsell in European colture as the opposifion of the proper and the im-
proper. “'Duplex est modus togquendi,” one reads in the De veritate of Saint
Thomas Aquinas, “‘unus secundum propriam locutionem; alivs modus est se¢un-
dum figurativam, sive tropicam, sive symbolicam locutionem™ [**In matters
dealing with God there are two different ways of speaking: (1) Tn proper language

. and (2) In figurative, transferred, or symbotic language’'].* The impossibil-
ity, for our culture, of mastering this antinomy is witnessed by the constant al-
ternation of epochs of the improper, in which the symbolic-emblematic occupies
the central place in culture, and epochs of the proper, in which the improper is
pushed to the margins, without either of the two discourses succeeding in entirely
reducing its own double. :

The foundations of a theory of the improper, which furnished the theological
justification for the Renaissance and baroque ohsession with emblems no less
than for the exalted allegoresis of medieval mysticism, are found sketched in the
apocryphal corpus that goes nnder the name of Dionysos the Areopagite. This
ustification is formulated as a kind of ““principle of incongruence,” according to
which-—since in reference to the divine, negations are truer and more congruous
than affirmations~—-a representation that proceeds by discfepancies and shifts
would be more adequate (o is object than a representation that proceeds by anal-
ogies and resemblances. In other words, precisely its inadequacy with reéspect to
tts mystical object confers on the incongruous symbol what might paradoxically
be defined us a “congruence by discrepancy’” that permits the mind to raise it-
self, in an anagogical leap of love, from the shadowy corporeal world to the con-
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templation of the intelligible.” Ten centuries later, Hugh of 5t, Victor defined
the mystic power of the incongruous with almost the same words used by the
Areopagite:
Dissimilar figures distract our mind from material and corporeal things
mote than do similar ones, and do not allow it to rest in itsetf. The
reason for this is that all created things, theugh perfect, are separated
from God by an-infinite gap . . . so that the knowledge of God - which,
denying in this manner all Hig perfections, transmits what He is not—is
tnore perfect than that which, affirming what He is not, by means of
such small perfections attempts to explain what thing God might be.

Between the first half of the sixteenth and the second haif of the seventeenth
centuries, that is, in the period in which the modern scientific image of the world
was being formed, Buropean culture was dominated to such an extent by the
topic of the incongruous that this period conld be defined, in the words of Herder,
as “‘the epoch of the emblem.”” The emblem is in Tact the central figure to which
this period entrusted its most profonnd cognitive project and, also, its most
intimate malaise. The studies of Giehlow have shown the decisive influence ex-
ercised over the forination of sixteenth-century emblematics by a pseudoepi-
graphical corpus, the Hyeroglyphica of Horapollo, which was composed at the
end of the second or perhaps even during the fourth century a.p. and contained
what ¢laimed 10 be an interpretation of the Egyptian hieroglyphs. On the fecund
mizsundersianding of an explanation of the “‘sacred signs’” of the Egyptian
priests, the humanists founded the project of a nmiodel of signification in which
not the convergence-and unity of appearance and essence, but their incongruence
and displacement, became the vehicle of a superior knowledge: one in which the
metaphysical difference between corporeal and incorporeal, matter and form,
signifier and sigmified, bath tended toward the maxinmmm divergence and, at the
same time, came together. It does not appear fortuifous, from this point of view,
that the emblematists referred constanfly to the emblem as a compound of soul
(the motto) and body (the image)3 and to their union ag “myétical mixture’* and
“ideal man.”” Metaphor, as the paradigm ol signifying by improper terms (and
according to bareque theorists, both the emblem and the timpresa fall under this
framework), becomes thus the principle of a universal dissociation of each thing
from its own form, of every signifier from its own signified. In emblems, in the
“amorous and heroic’” imprese, in the blazons (heraldic arms) that now mask
with their picta poesis (painted poetry) all the aspects of profane life, as in the
acutezza (sharp wit, ingenuity) that is employed to the end of all signification,
the link that joins each object to its own appearance, each creature fo its own
body, each word to its own signified is radically called into question. Each thing
is true only fo the extent to which it signifies another, and each thing is itself only
if it stands for another. For the allegorieal project of the baroque, this mostifica-

tion of the proper form is a foken of redemption that will be rescued on the Last
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Day, but whose cipher is already implicit in the act of creation. God appe“ars thus
as th.e first and supreme emblematise, an “argnto favellatore’ (subtle, witty fab-
ulist) as we read in the Cannocchiale aristotelico (Aristotelian telescope) of
Tesa})ro, “wittily expressing to men and angels his lofty concepts with various
heroic emblems and symbolic figurations.”” The sky *“is a vast sky-blue shield
where ingenious natare traces out what she meditates, forming heroic embl.em;
and subtle, mysterious symbols of her secrats,”™?
Caricature, which was hom precisely in this era, is the moment when em-

blematic displacement reaches the human figure. This renders plausible the hy-
potlresis, still not confronted by scholars, that the origin of the ““figura caricata™
{charged, caricatured figure) is to be linked to the prohibition—an integral part of
the emblematic code — against descrihin g the hirman body except partially: “‘cor
pus humanum,” we read in the rules of Petrus Abbas, “‘integrum pictura esse
non potest, pars corporis, oculus, cor, manus tolerari potest’ (the whole human
body must not-be in a picture; a part of the bady —eye, heart, hand —can be tol-
erated}. The toot of the prohibition that prevented the displacement of the human
ﬁgure from its proper signification (except by recourse to a fetishistic device
widely used by the emblematists) was the biblical “*in his image and likeness,”’
which, directly linking the human form to is divine creator, irrevocably guara’n—
teeFl its identity. The displacement of the human figure from this theological
“signified” must therefore have appeared as the demoniac act par excellence
\:vhich explains the monstrons and caricatiral aspect with which the devil is out:
fitted in Christian iconography. The inexplicable delay attending the appearance
of caricature in Furopean culture is not to be sou #ht, as Gombrich and Kris have
s‘uggested, in a supposed belicf in the magical elflicacy of the image,” but in the
fact that, outside of the emblematic cosmos, the displacement of the human fig-
ure necessarily implied a blasphemons project. Only in an epoch like that of the
emblems, infimately accustomed 1o diseern in incongruence the model of ¢ruth
f.'.nu]d a caricature appear more similar to the person than the person ifself. Car:
icature is, in the human sphere, what the emblem is in the sphere of objects. Ag
the emblem bad called into question the nexus of things with their proper forms,
80, with apparent frivolity, caricature separated the human figure from its signi-
fleFl;'but, since this figure already bore inscribed its allegorical cipher, only by
twisting and altering its proper Hncaments could it acquire a new emblematic sta-
tus. Man, grcated in the image and likeness of God, *“per malitiam diaboli dep-
ravatus venit in longuinguam regionem dissimilitudinis™” (depraved by the malice
of the devil came into a distant region of unlikeness). This “‘region of unlike-
ness™ is the regrmem peccari (kingdom of sin) *“in which the memory is scattered
fhe intellect is blinded, the will is troubled,”*® And nevertheless, according to Ihf;
implicit wisdom of the emblematic project, this displacement is also a token of
sedemption, this unlikeness a superior likeness.

' it 1s therefore not surprising that, with the disappearance of baroque allegore-
818, the emblematic form, which estranges each signifier from jts own signified,
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begins o be disturbing. Creuzer’s Simbolica and the Fisiogromica of Lavater are

- the last imposing attempts to grasp a superior knowledge in emblematic displace-
ment: both end in parody and vncomprehension. The unease that Hegel avowed
with respect to the symbolic and bis diffidence toward the allegorism of the Ro-
mantic avant-garde are symptoms of the new attitude that was manifested through
firm mastery of the proper form. It is significant that, after describing the Sphinx
as the figure in which *‘the symbolic as such . . . becomes a siddle,”” Hegel op-
poses it with Oedipus, the champion of Enlightenment, whose response brings
“the light of consciousness . . . the clarity which makes its concrete content
shine clearly through the shape belonging and appropriate to itself, and in its [ob-
jective] existence reveals itself alone” (Aesthetics 1:361).

With this development, however, the world of emblematic figurations, in
which an entire era had seen the most “‘acute’ expression of human spirituality,
is not simply abolished. The world now becomes the warehouse of jetsam where
the uncanny fishes for its scarecrows, The Tantastic creatuses of Hoffmann and
Poe, the animated objects and caricatures of Grandville and Tenniel, and
Odradek’s bobbin in Kafka's tale are, from this point of view, a Nachleben of the
emblematic form, neither more nor less than certain Christian demons represent
a “posthumous life” of the pagan divinities. In the fogm of the uncanny, which
invades daily life with increasing force, the symbol presents itself as the new
Sphinx threatening the citadel of reason. Freud is the Qedipus who proposes the
key intended to dissolve the enigma and free reason from its monsters. The con-
clusions of his studies on the uncanny are therefore particularly interesting to us.
Freud saw in the uncanny {{mheimliche) the estranged familiar {Heimliche):

For this uncanny is in reality nothing new or alien, but something which
is familiar and old-established in the mind and which has become
alieniated from it only throngh the process of yepression. This reference
to the factor of repression enables us, furthermore, to understand
Schelling’s definition of the uncanny as something which ought to have
remained hidden but has come to light.”

This formula, which also sums up Frend’s attitude toward symbols, which he
constantly linked to the mechanism of repression, allows us to ask why modern
eulture should have so chstinately identified the symbolic with the uncanny. Per-
haps the reason for this ““uneasiness™ with respect to the symholic resides in the
fact that the apparent simiplicity of the scheme with which our culture interprets
signification conceals the repression of a more familiar and original kind of sig-
nifying, one that does not tamely allow itself to be redunced to cur cultural
scheme. We should learn to see something intimately himan behind the feral
traits of theé monster in which ““the human spirit tries to push jtself forward, with-
out coming to a perfect portrayal of its own freedom and animated shape, be-
cause it must sell remain confused and associated with what is other than itself”’
{Aestherics 1:361),
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1.2, The Cedipal interpretation of the speech of the Sphinx as a “‘coded speech”
secretly governs the Freudian conception of the symbol. Psychoanalysis in face
presupposes the splitting of discourse into an obscine speech by means-of im-
proper terms, based on repression (which is that of the unconscious), and into a
clear speech of proper terms (which is that of consciousness). The passage (“‘the
translation’”) from one discourse to the other properly constitites analysis, This
necessarily presupposes a process of “‘desymbolization’™ and of progressive re-
duction of the symbolic: the “*drying of the Zuider Zee,”” which accerding 1o
Freud substantiates the psycheanalytic process, is, once concluded, the equiva-
lent of a complete franslation of uncenscious symbeolic language into conscious
gign. The myth of Oedipus therefore dominates the horizon of analysis in 2 man-
ner much more profound than its critics heretofore thought. Not only does it
furnish the content of interpretation, it guides and structures the fundamental at-
titwde of analytic discourse itself in its self-positioning before the Sphing of the
unconscious and its symbols. As Oedipus discovers the hidden meaning of the
enigma of the Sphinx, and, in so doing, frees the city from the monster, so anal-
ysis rediscovers the latent thought behind the manifest symbolic cipher and
“‘heals’” the neurasis. .

Tt is therefore not simply a coincidence if the essential processes of symbolism
brought to light by Freud correspond point by point, as has been observed, to the
catalogue of tropes of the old thetoric.® The territory of the unconscious, in its
mechanisms as in its structures, wholly coincides with that of the symbolic and
the improper. The emblematic project, which dissoctates every form from its sig-
nified, now becomes the hidden writing of the unconscious, while the emblem
books exit the libraries of educated persons and enter the unconscious, where
repression mcessantly traces its blazons and imprese,

The orthodox psychoanalytical theory of symbolism® that is expressed in
Jomes’s apadictic affirmation—“only what is repressed comes to he symbolized’” —
and that sees in every symbol the return of the repressed in an iroproper signifier,
does not exhanst the Freudian theory of the symbol, In fact, on several accasions
Frend described symbalic processes that do not allow themselves to be reduced to
Jones’s formula. One of these is the Verlengnung of the fetishist,

According to Freud, the perversion of the fetishist arises from the refusal of
the boy to become cognizant of the woman’s (the mother’s) lack of a penis. Faced -
with the perception of this absence, the boy refuses fo admit its reality, because to
do so would be to admit a threat of the castration of his own penis. From this
point of view the fetish is nothing but “*the substinete for the woman’s (the moth-
er’s) penis that the little boy once believed in and-. for reasons familiar to us—
does not want to give up.”'” Nevertheless the meaning of the child’s refusal is
not as simple as it might seem and rather implies an essential ambiguity. In the
conflict between perception of reality that moves bim to renounce his phantasm,
and his counterdesire that moves him o renounee his perception, the boy in fact
does neither one nor the other, or, rather, he does both at once, arriving at a
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uniqure compromise. On the one hand, with the help of a particular mechanism,
he repudiates the evidence of his senses; on the other, he recognizes and assumes
the reality of that evidence by means of a perverse symptom. The space of the
fetish i precisely this contradiction; the fetish is simuftaneously the presence of
that nothingness that is the maternal penis and the sign of its absence. As both a
symbol of something and its negation, the fetish can majntain itself only with the
provision of an essential Jaceration, in which the two contrary reactions consti-
tute the nucleus of a true and proper splitting of the ego (fchspaltung).

1t is clear that the mechanism of Verlengnung will not yield to interpretation
according to the scheme of a return of the repressed in the guise of an improper
signifier. Indeed, it is plavsibly becanse of ¥reud’s awareness that repression
(Verdrangung) is inadequate to account for the phenomenon that he has recourse
to the term Verlengnung. Mot only is there no substitution of one signifier for
another in the Verleugning of the fetishist—indeed the signifiers maintain them-
selves through. a reciprocal negation—but netther can one properly speak of
repression, because the psychic content is not simply pushed back into the un-
conscious, but is, in some way, affirmed to the same extent that it is denied
{which does not mean, however, that it is conscions). The dynamic mechanism of
this process could be represented in the following way:'!

'
'
.
'
'
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'
1
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|
|
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objéct Fetish pedis
conscious | UNCONSCIOUS

Here we find something analogous te what occurs in the Verreinung, that is, in
those negation-admissions with which the patient confesses to the analyst what
he or she is apparently denying. Freud defined this process as “‘lifting of the
repression, though net, of course, an acceptance of what is repressed,” and
Hippolyte spoke of *‘a utilization of the unconscious, maintaining, however, re-
}71°ession.”'2'Fhe Verlengnung presents us with a process in which, by means of
a symbol, man succeeds in appropriating an unconscious conteat without bring-
ing it to consciousness. Tust as the imprese display in the blazon the maost intimate
personal infentions without translating them in the proper teems of the discourse
of reason, so too the fetishist emblematizes his most secret fears and desires in a
symhbolic blazon that allows him to come into contact with them without their
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entering his consciousness. In this gesture of the fetishist, who succeeds in ap-
propriating his own hidden treasure without unearthing it, the ancient apotropaic
wisdom of the Sphinx, which repels by receiving and receives by repelling, once

_again comes to life. And just as the analyst can perbaps learn something from the

pervert as far as pleasure is concerned, 50 too perhaps Oedipus can learn some-
thing from the Sphinx about symbols,

$E.3. Insofar as the “‘difference’ between the signifier and the signified reaches
its maximum in the emblematic form, this form constitutes the domain par ex-
cellence where a science of signs that had truly become aware of the Saussurian
paradox of ““double vniry™” might have exercised itself. Yet, even after the studies
of baroque theorists, of the mytholognes, and of the Romantic critics, a mezely
sufficient semiological analysis precisely of the emblematic form is still lacking.
Weighing on the numerous recent atfempts to interpret metaphor is. the initial
metaphysical positioning of the problem as the relation of the proper and the im-.
proper, which was already implicit in. the Aristotelian definifion of metaphor as
the “transport’” of an “‘extraneous’” noun.'® In the course of Western teflection
on the sign, this position translates into the prejudice that there are two terms in
a metaphor, one proper and the other improper, and that the movement or substi-
tution of one for the other constitutes the metaphorical ““transport.” This formu-
lation works to the detriment both of Jakobson’s definition of metaphor. as the
“attribution of a signifier to a signified associated by resemblance (o the primary
signified”” and of the definition of metaphor as the semic intersection (based on
a metonymy) of two terms, according to the following scheme: ™

e
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What remaing obscured in both cases is that the *‘resembiance” and the semic
intersection do got preexist the metapher, but are rendered possible by it and as-
simmed subsoquently as its explanation, just as Oedipus’s answer does not preexist
the enigma, but, having been created by it, pretends, with a singular begging of
the question, to offer its solution.

What the schome proper/improper prevents us from seeing is that in metaphor
nothing is really substituted for anything clse, because there is no proper term
that the metaphorical one is catled upon to replace. Only our ancient Oedipal
prejudice —that is, an a posterioni interpretive scheme —makes ws discern a sub-
stitution where there is nothing but a displacement and a difference within a sin-
gle signifying act. Only in a metaphor already crystallized by uvsage (which is
therefore no longer a metaphor at all} is it possible to distinguish a proper and an
improper signified: in an originary metaphor it would be uscless to look for
something like a proper term.

The inadeguacy of the Oedipal scheme of the proper and the improper to grasp
the essence of metaphor is particularly evident in the emblem: the **painted’” or
“‘enacted’” metaphor. It would seem 1o be possible to recognize a proper and im-
proper term, exemplified in the “*soul’” and the “*body’” of the emblem, but, af-
ter the briefest look - which the cmblematic traditien invites - into the kabyrinth,
it ts apparent that the emblem provides for no positive substitution of one term for
the other. Rather, the space of the emblem is the purely negative and insubstantial

space of a process of difference and reciprocal negation-affirmation. Thus the -

“body’* and the *‘soul” are in a relation to one another that is, simoltaneously,
one of explanation and of eclipse (a ““shadowing over by explaining’” and an
“explaining by shadowing over,”” in the words of a seventeenth-century treatise),
without either of the two projects prevailing completely over the other (which
would signify, in fact, the death of the emblem). The theoreticians of the impresa
insistently repeat that the emblematic ““marvel’” (meravighia) *'is not horn from
the obscurity of words, or from the recondite nature of things, but from the cou-
pling and mixture of both one and the other. Because of this a third is constituted,
of diverse nature from them, producing that marvei.””!* Nevertheless one would
search in vain in this “*third”” for something positive, for it is but the difference
and the reciprocal negation-affirmation of the other two. The same can be said for
that emblazoning of the human figure that is, ag we have seen, the caricature. The
exemplary success of Philipon’s celebrated “*pear,”” which represents King Louis
Philippe as a pear {or vice versa}, congists precisely in the fact that we find our
selves confronted neither with a pear nor with Louis Philippe, but with the em-
blematic tension that arises from their confosion-difference.

1f this is true, the operation of the emblematic form appears to be surprisingly
simifar to that of the fetishist Verlengmung as described by Freud, Moreover,
Verleugnung offers a model for the interpretation of metaphor that escapes the
traditional reduction of the problem and in the light of which the metaphor be-
comes in the realm of language what the fetish is in the realin of things. As in
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Verleugnung there is not simply a *“transport” from a proper to an improper sig-
nified, but rather a process of neversubstantializable negation between an ab-
sence and a presence (because the fetish is both that nullity that is the maternal
penis and the sign of its absence). Therefore, in the emblematic form, there is
neither substitution nor transport, but only a game of negation and difference,
irreducible to the exchange of proper and improper, And since the fetish, because
of its essential confribution, cannot maintain itself except on condition of a lac-
eration, in which the two contrary reactions constitute the nucleus of what Freud
called *‘the splitting of the ego™ (Ichspaltng), therefore the emblematic form is
erected over a true and proper fracture of the semiotic synolon (union of matter
and form). _

The displacement of metapher is rot, in fact, between the proper and the im-
proper, but within the metaphysical structuring of signification itself. lis space is
determined by a reciprocal exclusion of the signifier and the signified, and in this
space emerges the original difference on which every signification is founded.
Nietzsche, in his projected Philosophenbuch, rightly saw in metaphor the origi-
nary pheromenon of language and in the “*rigid colambarium®” of proper terms
nothing else than the residue of a metaphor.’® In contrast to the Sphinx and its
metaphorical discourse, Qedipus appears like Mietzsche’s deaf man, who, before
the figure of Chladni produced on the sand by sound waves, pretends to know
what it is that is called sound. The Aristotelian definition of the enigma as a syn-
apsai ta adyrata, *a putting together of impossible things,” well grasps the cen-
tral paradox of signification that metaphor unmasks: the semainein is always
originally a synapsis of edvnara, a connection of impossiblas—not a relation of
manifestations, in itself nonproblematic, between signifier and signified, but a
pure barrier. The ““sharp wit” (gcuiezza) of the ““divine fabulist” who, according
to Tesauro. “'wittily expresses to men and angels his Jofty concepts,” buries its
point {acufezza, according to the profound intaition of a seventeenth-century dic-
tionary, to be understood etymologieally as the act of piercing and opening)
precisely in this juxtaposition of signifier and signified. Metaphor, caricature,
emblem, and fetish point toward that *‘barrier resistant to signification’” in which
is guarded the original enigma of every sigaifying act. It is this barrier that we
nust now investigate,
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Chapter 19
The Barrier and the Fold

I 1. The notion of the sign on which madern semiology is based is founded on
a metaphysical reduction of signification that remains as yet unknown to *‘the
science that sfudies the life of signs in the domain of social life.””! This reduc-
tion, whose toots are sunk deep in the history of Western philosophy, was made
possible by the special circumstances of the first appearance of the text around
which the modern semiological project has been formed. 1t is well known and

mnnecessary to emphasize bere that the cowrses presented by Ferdinand de

Sausgsure in Geneva from 1907 to 1911 were not intended for publication and that
he'had in fact explicitly ruled out the possibility of publishing them.* What needs
emphasis 13 that these cowrses represented the culminating moment of an intel-
lectual crisis, an impasse, the experience that constitutes perhaps the most essen-
tial aspect of Saussure’s thought, The poblication of the Cours, in the circum-
stances of 1915, reveals precisely this experience of a radical aporia, presenting
as a series of positive resulls what was in reality the final reef against which
Saussure had shipwrecked at the conclusion of a voyage begun almost fifteen
vears before, during the period of his studies on Baltic intonation. Saussure rep-
tesents in fact the precious instance of a philelogist who, cavght in the net of
language, felt, as Nietzsche did, the insufficiency of philology, and who had to
become a philosopher or suceumb, Saussure did not abandon linguistic study as
Nietzsche bad done, but, closing himself for thirty years in a silence that ap-
peared inexplicable to many, interrupted only by the publication of mélanges of
brief technical notes, the enfant prodige who had renewed the study of Indo-
European linguistics with the brilliant Mémorie sur le sistéme primifif des vovelles
(Report on the primitive vowel-system) pursued to the fimit an exemplary in
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stance of the impossibility of a science of language within the Western metaphys-
ical tradition.” :

The documents of this crisis were long ago published by Benveniste and then
reiterated in a memorable article by him without, however, his having fulty ap-
preciated their consequences.® The eritical edition of the Cours edited by Rudolf
Engler was pablished in 1967 in the only appropriate way, that is, as a synopsis
of all the sources from which the 1915 text was derived, and lends urgency to the
reassessment of the place of the Conrs in the history of modern linguistics.” To
the extent that it reflects the authentic thoughi of Saussure, the Cours cannot-be
considered during the subsequent years as the foundation of semiology; tf any-
thing, the Cours puts semiology radically into question. It does not contain the
origing of sémin!t}gy, b, in a certain sense, its closure.

The first docurent in what has been defined as ““the drama of Saussure”® is
found in a fetter to Meillet writien in 1894, when Saussore was working on his
study of intonation and accent in [.ithuanian, a study that would never be pub-
lished. With uncharacteristic bitterness, Savssure confessed his discouragemerit
before the “‘ineptie absolue” (absolute ineptitude) and contradictions of linguis-
tic teeminclogy:

I am extremely disgusted with all of that and with the difficolty found
in general in writing ten lines on the subject of linguistic facts that
might have a common sense. Preoccopied for a long time above all
with the logical classification of these facts . . . T increasingly see the
immensity. of the work that wovld be necessary to show to the linguist
what he is doing . . . and, at the same time, the vapity of all that, in
the Tinal analysis, can be done in linguistics . . . This will end despite
myself in a book in which, without enthusizsm or passion, 1 will
explain why there is not a single term used in linguistics to which T
would assign any meaning whatsoever. And only after having done this,
1 confess, will T be able to resume my work at the point where I have
left off.”

This book was never written, but the notes and sketches that remained from it
and that later were conflated in the course on general linguistics show Savssure's
lucid awareness of an impasse not merely in his work, but in the science of lan-
guage in general:

Behold our profession of faith in Hoguistic matters: in other fields,
onc can speak of things “‘according to this or that point of view,” being
certain of finding a secure ground in the object itself. In linguistics, we
deny on principle that objects are given, that there are things that
continue to exigt when one passes from one order of ideas to the next,
and that one may consequently be permitted to consider “things’™ in
diverse orders, as if they were given in themselves . | |

The troly nlimate law of language, at least so far as we dare to
speak of it, is that there is never anything that can reside in a single
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terin, and this becanse of the fact that linguistic symbols have no
relation to what they ought to designate, thus that « is incapable of
designating something without the help of b, and likewise b without the
help of a, or in fact that both of them are without value except through
their reciprocal difference, or that neither of the two has value, whether
it be through any part of itselt (for example, ““the root,”” etc.), except
by means of this same plexus of eternally negative differences.

It is astonishing. But where in truth wounld the possibility of the
contrary lie? Where would be for a single instant the point of positive
irradiation in all of language, once granted that there is no vocal image
that responds more than any other (o what it nust say7®

In his lectures, Saussure was certainly influenced by the didactic need to veil
his doubt regarding the possibility of finding a positive term in language. Nev-
ertheless, the critical edition of the Conry shows that the paragraph in which the
sign is presented as something positive dees not exactly reflect the notes of the
students. Where the text of the Cours says ““as soon as the sign is considered in
its totality, we are in the presence of something positive in its order,”” the notes
say more cautiously:

Thanks to the fact that these differences condition one another, we
would have something that can resemble positive terms by placing in
juxtaposition a certain difference of the idea with a certain difference of .
the sign.”

And further on:

But the signifier and the signified contract a bond by virtue of
deteriminate values born from the combination of a quantity of acoustic
signs with a quantity of excerpts that can be made from the mass. What
wounld be necessary for this relation of signifier and signified to be
intrinsically given? Above all it would require that the idea be
determined in advance, and it is not . . . It would require above all that
the signified were something to be determined in advance, and it is not.
Therefore this relation is but another expression of the values taken in
their opposition.'”

If language is the absolately insubstantial space of these *‘eternally negative
differences,” the sign is certainly the last element that could offer thét *“point of
positive irradiation” within language on which a linguistic science finally Biber-
ated from ihe “ineptitude of current terminology’” might be constructed. Insofar
as it deternyines the double status of the Hnguoistic unit, however, the sign is rather
the site of absolute difference, where the metaphysical fracture of presence

comes to light in the most biinding way. A decisive passage in the notes testifies -

that its very nature as a sign language is, for Saussure, something beyond grasp:
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Language is nothing but a particular case of the theory of signs, But
precisely because of this fact alone, language finds itself in the
absolutely impossible situation of being something simple (or directly
graspable in its mode of being by our understanding). while at the same
time, in the general theory of signs, the particular case of the vocal
signs is the most complex of all the known particular cases, like
writing, cipher, and so on. 1t

Far from simplifying the linguistic act, the inclusion of language in the semi-
ological perspective makes it something impossible. The science of the sign will
onty be able to attain its critical phasé through the awareness of this impossibility
{(whose origin, as the history of the notion of the sign demonstrates, from the
Stoa to medieval logic, has its basis in the essential solidarity of every interpre-
tation of signifying with the metaphysical interpretation of presence). Saussure,
whao had reached the point of no return in his knowledge of language, where one
is “‘abandoned by all the analogies of heaven and earth,””' spoke-— with appar-
ently paradoxical expressions that recall the Aristotelian definition of the enigma
as the “‘putting together of impossible things™ —of a **plexus of eternally nega-
tive differences,” of a *‘stable bond between things that preexist the things them-
selves,”” of a double unity “‘that has an obverse and reverse.”” What weighed
upont him most wag the avoidance of substantializing the terms of that scission
that bad revealed itself to him as coessential to language. He was gesturing to-
ward that difference and that *‘connection of impossibles’ that has been covered
and repressed in modern semiclogy with the *‘barrier resisting signification.” In
the semiotic algorithun, the barrier that separates the signifier and the signified is
there to show the tmpossibility for the sign to produce itself in the fullness of .
presence. To isolate the notion of sign, understood as a positive unity of signans
and signafum, from the original and problematic Saussurian position on the lin-
guistic fact as a “*plexus of eternally negative differences’ is to push the science
of signs back into metaphysics. "

IIL.2. The claim that there is a close relationéhip between the history of Western
metaphysics and the interpretation of signification as the unity of a signifier and
a signified is explicitly affirmed by a critical tradition whose project is formu-
Jated as the substitution of a science of writing {grammatology) for the science of
signs (semiology). According to this project, metaphysics is founded on the priv-
ileged status of the signified, understood as the fullness of presence, with respect
to the signifier, which is an external trace. This privilege is the same one that
establishes the superiority of the phond over the gramma, of the spoken word
over the written, in the tradition of Western metaphysics. The specific character
of the grammatological project is expressed, however, in the affirmation accord-
ing to which the originary experience is abways already trace and writing, the
signified always already in the position of signifier, The illusion of a full and
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originary presence is the illusion of metaphysics, which is embodied in the dou-
ble structure of the sign. The closure of metaphysics, and of the sesniotics in gol-
idarity with it, implies the awareness that there is no possible origin beyond the
signifier and the trace: the origin is an arehitrace, which in the absence of an
origin establishes the very possibility of appesrance and signification, '

By restoring the originary character of the signifier, the grammatological
project effects a salutary critique of the metaphysical inheritance that has crys-
tallized in the notion of sign, but this dees not mean that it has really succeeded
in accomplishing that “*step-backward-beyond’’ metaphysics —with greater pru-
dence, the philosopher on whose thought that critique is based hesitated to de-
clare that step complete or even merely possible,'” Metaphysics is not, in fact,
simply the interpretation of the fracture of presence as a duality of appearance
and essence, of signifier and signified, of sensible and intelligible; rather, that the
original experience be always already caught in a fold, be already simple in the
etymological sense (sim-plex, “‘once pleated’’}, that presence be always already
caught in a signification: this is precisely the origin of Western metaphysics.
Placing writing and the trace in an initial position means putting the emphasis on
this original experience, but not transcending it. Both gramma and phond in fact
belong to the Greek metaphysical project, which, defining **grammar” as the
reflection on language and conceiving of the phond as gemantiké (that is, as
the sign of a **writing in the soul”),® thought of language from the owtset from
the point of view of the *“letter.”” The metaphysics of writing and of the signifier
is but the reverse face of the metaphysics of the signified and the voice, and not,
surely, its transcendence, Even if it were possible to reveal the metaphysical in-
heritance of modern semiology. it would still be impossible for us to conceive of
a presence that, finally freed from difference, was only a pure and undivided sta-
tion in the open. What we can do is recognize the originary situation of language,
this *‘plexus of eternally negative differences’” in the barrier resistant o signifi-
cation (that Oedipal repression has made inacecessible). The originary nucleus of
signification is neither in the signifier nor in the signified, neither in writing nor
in the voice, but in the fold of the presence on which they are established: the
logos, which characterizes the himan as zoon logon echon (living thing using
language), is this fold that gathers and divides all things in the “putting to-
gether”” of presence, And the human is precisely this fracture of presence, which
opens a world and over which language holds itsell. The algorithm S/s must
therefore reduce itself to simply the barrier (/) but in this barrier we should not
see merely the trace of a difference, but the topological game of potting things
together and articolating (synapseis), whose model we have attempted to delin-
eate in the apotropaic afnos of the Sphinx, in the melanchalic profundity of the
emblem, in the Verlengmung of the fetishist. :

In the dawning language of Greek thought, this “‘articulation’” of presence
tenk the name of harmonia. Around the Indo-European roots of this word we find
a constellation of terms that points toward a cardinal notion of the universe of the
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In(ﬁo—ﬂur@péém peoples: that of the just order that governs the rhythm of the uni-
verse, from the movements of the stars to the suceession of seasons and the re-
Jations among humans and gods.'” What interests us here, however, is less the
centrality of this concept than that the idea of the *‘just order” should present
itseif from the beginning of Greek speculation as an articulation, an agreement,
a juxtaposition (harmodzo and ararisco originally meant *‘join’” or ““connect’” in
the carpenter’s sense),!'® that the perfect “jewel’” of the cosmos implied therefore
for the Greeks the idea of a laceration that is also a suture, the idea of a tension
that is both the articulation of a difference and unitary. Heraclitos athuded to this
“‘most beautiful’” and “‘invisible’” articulation in the fragments (8, 51, 54) where
harmonia is not simply harmony in the sense familiar to ns, but the name of the
principle itself of the *‘just’” station or situation in presence, That this articula-
tion, which, for Heraclitus, still belongs to the tactile-visible sphere, should then
be transferred to the numerical-acoustic sphere, testifies to a decisive turn in
Western thought, where it is still possible to discern the solidarity between sig-
nification and metaphysical articulation, in the passage from the visible to the
acnustic aspect of langnage.

Only when we have arrived in the proximity of this *‘invisible articulation’
will be be able to say we have entered inte an area fram which the step-backward-
beyond of metaphysics, which gm}ems the jnterpretation of the sign in Western
thought, becomes really possible, We can for the moment pechaps only have an
intuition of what might be a presence restored to the simplicity of this *“invisible
harmony™”: the last Western philosopher recognized a hint of this harmony in a
painting by Cézanne in the possible rediscovered community of thought and po-
etry.'® Faithful in this to the apotropaic project, whose signification had appeared
to the dawning age of Greek thought as a mode of speaking that was neither a
gathering nor a concealment, we capnot but approach that which must, for the
moment, remain at a digtance,
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